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This dissertation examines the role of scientific and medical disciplines in the 
construction of homosexuality in Mexico, and how non-normative gender and sexual subjects 
engaged in political activism, body modifications, and aesthetic production to challenge the 
pathologizing discourses reinforced by the increasing authority of the biomedical sciences. 
Chapter 1 examines the role of photography as a medical instrument in the first documented sex-
reassignment treatment in the Western Hemisphere performed by Mexican physician and 
sexologist Rafael Sandoval Camacho in the early 1950s, and how his patient Marta Olmos, 
Mexico’s first transsexual woman, embraced photojournalism as a medium to document, archive, 
and validate her identity as a woman. In chapter 2, I examine the popular phenomenon of 
publishing photographs of erotized trans sex workers known as Mujercitos during the 1970s in 
Alarma!, Mexico’s most influential crime tabloid magazine, and how these marginalized subjects 
appropriated biomedical technologies like “sex hormones” intended to regulate gender and 
sexual deviance to construct bodily identities that challenged the medical and criminological 
positions on the essentialist natures of gender expression, sexual desire, and the sexed body. 
Chapter 3 examines the early gay narrative of Luis Zapata and José Rafael Calva that emerged in 
conjunction to Mexico’s Homosexual Liberation Movement in the late 1970s.  My analysis 
demonstrates how Zapata’s El vampiro de la colonia Roma [Adonis García: A Picaresque Novel] 
(1979), and Calva’s Utopía gay [Gay Utopia] (1983) present sharp critiques shared by Mexico’s 
 
 
homosexual liberation groups on the growing authority of disciplines like psychiatry, 
psychoanalysis, and biomedicine in pathologizing homosexuality.  Chapter 4 examines the 
changing understandings of homosexuality, homosexual desire, and the homosexual body during 
the HIV/AIDS crisis through the work of Julio Galán, Nahum B. Zenil, and art collective Taller 
Documentación Visual.  My analysis presents the role of the HIV virus not as an explicit visual 
reference but rather as an elusive, spectral, and dangerous entity that is identifiable through the 
aesthetic and formal composition of the artists’ works, best exemplified by the references to 
condoms as physical and symbolic devices in the mediation of gay sexual contact and desire.  
This dissertation demonstrates the critical roles of biomedicine, criminology, sexology, and 
psychiatry in regulating diverse forms of Mexican homosexualities, while simultaneously 
functioning as liminal disciplines strategically adopted by homosexual subjects to redefine, 
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On July 30th of 1979, Mexico City’s Frente Homosexual de Acción Revolucionaria 
(FHAR) [Homosexual Front for Revolutionary Action], the first collective of homosexual, 
lesbian, and trans activists to emerge in the public and political spheres of the country, sent an 
urgent letter to the director of Unomásuno, one of the country’s leading leftist newspapers, to 
publicly condemn sex-reassignment treatments.  In their letter, the collective addressed the 
recurrence of sex-reassignment surgeries performed by Mexican doctors on adolescent and 
young homosexual men under the assumption that these patients were “women trapped in men’s 
bodies,” and that “castration would transform them into women” (cited in Argüello Pazmiño 38).  
According to the FHAR, these practices were conducted by “mercenary and unashamed 
physicians” whose primary motive was monetary gain to the detriment and oppression of 
homosexuals within clinical settings that were “authentic butcher shops.”  Although the group 
reports that they had uncovered more than 2,000 documented cases of these unethical and 
oppressive procedures, they also acknowledge that such treatments are acceptable when 
administered to the appropriate subjects after careful diagnostic and treatment methods.  
According to the FHAR, “sex change operations” were only medically necessary when the 
patients experienced forms of internal or external genital malformations, or congenital 
conditions.  In these cases, patients must receive careful medical examinations and treatments for 
years like “adaptation therapy,” before undergoing one or multiple surgical interventions that 
would “adjust the biological sex of the person with the sexuality that has been shaped through 
their education and socialization processes” (37).  This early condemnation of “sex change 
operations” by the FHAR in the press just eight months after their first public demonstration on 
the streets of Mexico City as a small collective of approximately thirty participants, reveals the 
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centrality of the medicalization of homosexual bodies in Mexico as an organizing motive and 
shared political concern for the mobilization of the country’s Homosexual Liberation Movement.  
Nonetheless, through the acknowledgement of biomedical interventions as necessary in certain 
cases, the collective recognizes the importance of these practices in the subjectivization 
processes of gender non-conforming subjects in Mexico.  In their letter, biomedicine is presented 
as a liminal discipline that can be oppressive when implemented inappropriately, but also 
liberating for some homosexual subjects to achieve their desired gender, and sexual expressions. 
Departing from this case study that demonstrates the centrality of medicine for processes 
of political organization and homosexual identity formation, this dissertation traces the influence 
of biomedical sciences and technologies in the construction of modern Mexican 
“homosexualities.”  I utilize this term to address non-normative gender, sexual, and subject 
positions that remained under medical, political, and social reconfigurations during the second 
half of the twentieth century, frequently grouped under the singular category of “homosexuality.”  
My analysis demonstrates that due to the post-revolutionary Mexican State’s ambitions for 
modernization, biomedicine was adopted in social projects to control and reform homosexual 
subjects who were perceived as impediments for national progress.  Through the analysis of 
diverse archives like medical photography, crime tabloid magazines, narrative fiction, and 
contemporary art, my intervention demonstrates the importance of biomedicine and its influence 
in other disciplines like sexology, criminology, psychiatry, and epidemiology, in the regulation, 
oppression, and construction of homosexualities in Mexico.  I argue that while biomedicine was 
adopted as an important specialty for social regulation, the discipline and its treatment methods 
were strategically adopted by Mexican homosexuals to redefine, shape, and validate their desired 
bodily, gender, and subjective identities.  
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Diagnosing Modern Mexican Homosexualities 
 
This dissertation builds on and expands on the great body of criticism on homosexuality 
and masculinities in Mexico.  Genealogies of homosexuality in Mexico have primarily been 
constructed through a series of canonical figures and particular moments that have historically 
marked the insertion of homosexuality into the social and political imaginaries.  The 
historiography of homosexuality in twentieth century Mexico overwhelmingly departs from 1901 
with the Ball of the 41, a foundational event that continues to be considered as a reference point 
for the birth of modern homosexuality in Mexico.  Following this incident, homosexuality in 
Mexico came to the forefront in the 1920s and 1930s with the organization of Los 
contemporáneos, modernist literary group whose most representative figure was Salvador Novo.  
After Los contemporáneos, historiography on homosexuality in Mexico continues with the 
political organization of the Homosexual Liberation Movement and the emergence of “gay” 
literature in the 1970s.  Lastly, the history of homosexuality in the twentieth century concludes 
with the HIV/AIDS crisis, that greatly affected gay and homosexual communities throughout 
Mexico.  As stated by Siobhan Guerrero McManus, the existing canonical “history” of 
homosexuality in Mexico has been defined by dominant narratives and genealogies circulated, 
legitimized, and institutionalized by influential figures like Carlos Monsiváis and Miguel 
Capistrán (“Homosexuality, Homophobia, and Biomedical Sciences” 241).  Even though these 
genealogies were in great part canonized by a small group of intellectuals and educated activists, 
these foundational narratives have shaped the cultural history and dominant archives to study the 
history of homosexuality in Mexico.  As a result, the dominant voices on homosexual cultural 
history have focused on particular figures and events that reflect the political, aesthetic, and 
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personal concerns of middle class and elite homosexuals while the voices and experiences of 
marginalized jotos, afeminados, and vestidas have remained largely silenced.  
Nonetheless, these standard genealogies have been examined and expanded through 
diverse disciplinary and critical positions.  In the field of literary criticism works like Claudia 
Schaefer’s Danger Zones: Homosexuality, National Identity, and Mexican Culture (1996), and 
Robert Irwin McKee’s Mexican Masculinities (2003), have examined the historical constructions 
of homosexuality, homosociality, and masculinity from the 1810s to the 1990s through canonical 
works of literature.1  In the field of film studies, Mexican masculinities and homosexualities have 
been examined from the 1930s to the 1980s through Golden Age Cinema and the Cine de 
ficheras.  These studies have identified the importance of Golden Age Cinema in promoting 
patriarchal visions of the State through depictions of post-revolutionary masculinity embodied by 
charros and pelados, and how the appearance of homosexual characters in Cine de ficheras, 
genre influenced by Italian erotic comedy and Mexican Cine de rumberas, helped to define, 
affirm, and complement normative masculinity.2  Moreover, a considerable amount of research 
on Mexican homosexualities has been conducted by researchers working within disciplines of 
the social sciences and history.  Historians like Pablo Piccato, Robert Buffington, and Víctor 
Macías González have traced and analyzed the emergence, socialization, and regulation of 
 
1 Additional studies on Mexican masculinities and homosexualities are examined in Sifuentes-Jáuregui, 
Ben. 2002. Transvestism, Masculinity, and Latin American Literature: Genders Share Flesh. New York: 
Palgrave. Del Toro, José César. 2015. El cuerpo rosa. Literatura gay, homosexualidad y ciudad. Madrid: 
Verbum.  
 
2 See, De la Mora, Sergio. 2006. Cinemachismo: Masculinities and Sexuality in Mexican Film. Austin: 
University of Texas Press. Schulz-Cruz, Bernard. 2011. The Evolution of Gay Imagery in Mexican 
Cinema, 1970-1999. Lewiston: The Edwin Mellen Press. Venkatesh, Vinodh. 2016. New Maricón 




homosexuals from the late nineteenth century to the second half of the twentieth century.3  
Through archival records that vary from criminological studies, criminal trials, and visual 
documents, these historians have expanded the analysis of homosexuality to additional archives 
and discursive spaces before and after the Ball of the 41.  In the fields of sociology, 
anthropology, and cultural criticism figures like Carlos Monsiváis, Joseph Carrier, and Annick 
Prieur have provided critical studies on the emergence of homosexual networks of socialization, 
and on the diverse sexual and gender identifications among homosexuals in different urban and 
rural settings of the country.4  These projects have addressed the negotiation, adoption, and 
rejection of homosexuality as an identity category among gender and sexual non-conforming 
subjects in Mexico based on different factors like social class, geographic location, and gender 
and sexual expressions.  Likewise, sociological and historical studies on the political 
organization and evolution of the Frente Homosexual de Acción Revolucionaria [Homosexual 
Front for Revolutionary Action] has received significant attention as one of the earliest 
 
3 See, Alfaro Gómez, Cecilia. 2009. “De machos, héroes, afeminados y otros tantos mexicanos. Estudio 
historiográfico sobre las masculinidades en los siglos XIX y XX.” Graffylia, 10(6): 133-144. Reséndiz 
Oikión, Ernesto. 2014. “Cárcel de Belem, cárcel de los deseos. Heterotopía de sodomitas, afeminados y 
hombres con prácticas homoeróticas en la crónicas de Heriberto Frías en 1895.” In La memoria y el 
deseo. Estudios gay y queer en México. Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. 
Nesvig, Martin. 2000. “The Lure of the Perverse: Moral Negotiation of Pederasty in Porfirian Mexico.” 
Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos, 16(1): 1-37. Macías-González, Víctor M., and Anne Rubenstein. 
2012. Masculinity and Sexuality in Modern Mexico. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press. 
 
4 See, Carrier, Joseph. 1995. De los otros: Intimacy and Homosexuality Among Mexican Men. New York: 
Columbia University Press. Carrillo, Héctor. 2002. The Night is Young: Sexuality in Mexico in the time of 
AIDS. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Lumsden, Ian. 1991. Homosexuality, Society, and the State 
in Mexico. Toronto: Canadian Gay Archives. Monsiváis, Carlos. 2004. “La emergencia de la diversidad. 
Las comunidades marginales y sus batallas por la visibilidad.” Debate Feminista 29(2004): 187-205. 
Monsiváis, Carlos. 2002. “Los gays en México: la fundación, la ampliación, la consolidación del ghetto.” 
Debate Feminista, 26 (2003): 89-115. Nehring, Daniel (ed.). 2014. Intimacies and Cultural Change: 
Perspectives on Contemporary Mexico. England: Ashgate. Núñez Noriega, Guillermo. 2007. 





Homosexual Liberation Movements in Latin America, and its relationship to leftist 
internationalism and American cultural politics.5  More recently, figures like Siobhan Guerrero-
McManus, Sofía Argüello Pazmiño, and Ryan M. Jones have examined the intersection between 
homosexuality, sexology, and medical disciplines in twentieth century Mexico.  Building on this 
rich body of criticism, this dissertation examines the growing authority of biomedicine in the 
second half of twentieth century Mexico, and how its influence in disciplines like criminology, 
sexology, and psychiatry resulted in regulatory and oppressive social projects towards 
homosexual subjects.  Moreover, I demonstrate how biomedical treatments, technologies, and 
methodologies were appropriated by homosexual subjects to defy discourses of pathologization, 
criminality, and social and sexual deviance.  
Accounting from the historical period that encompasses this dissertation dating from 
1953 to 2006 and the diverse archives, academic disciplines, and case studies that I engage with, 
I utilize the concept “homosexualities” as a term to address the diverse forms of non-normative 
gender and sexual identities in Mexico.  Homosexualities as a theoretical concept has been 
utilized in critical anthologies like Latin American Male Homosexualities (1995) edited by 
Stephen O. Murray, and Hispanisms and Homosexualities (1998) edited by Sylvia Molloy and 
Robert McKee Irwin.  Although the perspectives of both volumes differ in their critical positions, 
 
5 See, Cantú, Lionel. 2002. “De Ambiente: Queer Tourism and the Shifting Boundaries of Mexican Male 
Sexualities.” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies. 8(1-2): 139-166. De la Dehesa, Rafael. 2010. 
Queering the Public Sphere in Mexico and Brazil: Sexual Rights Movements in Emerging Democracies. 
Durham: Duke University Press. Díez, Jordi. 2011. “La trayectoria política del movimiento Lésbico-Gay 
en México.” Estudios Sociológicos. 29(86): 687-712. Laguarda, Rodrigo. 2010. “El ambiente. Espacios 
de sociabilidad gay en la Ciudad de México, 1968-1982.” Secuencia, 78(2010): 151-174. Rocha Osornio, 
Juan Carlos. 2014. “Una mirada histórica y cultural del movimiento LGBTTTI mexicano.” Romance 
Notes, 54(2): 263-273. Grinnell, Lucinda. 2016. “Los derechos humanos y el internacionalismo del 
movimiento lésbico-gay mexicano, 1979-1991.” Debate Feminista, 52(2016): 72-89. Laguarda, Rodrigo. 
2011. La calle de Amberes. Gay street de la Ciudad de México. México, D.F.: Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México. 
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history and anthropology in the former, and cultural and literary criticism in the latter, both 
projects embrace the term “homosexualities” in plural to suggest the different understandings 
and articulations of gender and sexual nonconformity in Latin America and Spain.  While I am 
aware that my position can negate specific gender and sexual subjectivities that can be 
recognized as gay, transgender, transsexual, or even queer, my intervention attempts to engage 
with the particular social, historical, and political realities specific to Mexico and my subjects of 
analysis.  However, this does not mean that the negotiations of Mexican homosexualities were 
not influenced by Western conceptions and identity categories of gender and sexual 
nonconformity since Mexican critical traditions have maintained close relationship with Western 
and American social, academic, and political projects like the feminism, gay liberation 
movements, and queer theory.  Therefore, my use of “homosexualities” is both expansive and 
limiting to include the diverse subject positions in Mexico, while acknowledging my own 
epistemological limitations to appropriately address them.  For instance, some of my subjects of 
analysis appear in the archival and documentary records through identity categories that were 
either imposed (Mujercitos, invertidos, and afeminados), historically anachronistic or inadequate 
to Western medical and historical processes (transgender, transsexual, and travesti), or used 
interchangeably (Homosexual, joto, and gay).  Therefore, “homosexualities” embodies subject 
positions and expressions that can be recognized through categories like homosexual, gay, 
transgender, and transsexual, but also those that defy literal translations and sociopolitical 
equivalence in English like Mujercitos, travestis, and jotos.  While my position risks the 
perpetuation of “archival misinscriptions” (Tortorici, Sins Against Nature 50) by unintentionally 
reproducing inadequate knowledge of gender and sexual nonconforming subjects in Mexican 
archives, since the categories employed to address them are at times contradictory, inconsistent, 
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and historically specific, my case studies reject a singular category that is socially and politically 
consistent.  For example, Mexico City’s Frente Homosexual de Acción Revolucionaria (FHAR) 
appropriated the term “Homosexual” as a form of social and political organization as part of the 
larger Homosexual Liberation Movement in Mexico between 1978 and 1984 with the intention 
of embracing the term to defy its pathological connotations.  Moreover, as early as 1978, groups 
like Colectivo Lambda, originally founded by homosexual and lesbian activists as an awareness 
and self-help group influenced by psychology, and Colectivo Oikabeth, contingent founded 
exclusively by lesbians that attempted to affirm and differentiate lesbianism from homosexuality, 
included women who self-identified as homosexuals (Argüello Pazmiño 40).  Although the term 
“homosexual” was embraced as an unifying political identity by the early collectives that joined 
forces with the Frente Homosexual de Acción Revolucionaria, the identity was also detrimental 
for the internal dynamics and political ambitions of the larger Homosexual Liberation Movement 
since travesti, trans, and lesbian activists were perceived as problematic by some of the male 
members who envisioned the collective body and goals of the movement according to logics of 
normative homosexual masculinity (41).  While this description demonstrates the diversity of 
subject positions, gender identities, and sexual expressions that were part of larger project of the 
Homosexual Liberation Movement, the internal frictions simultaneously demonstrate the 
tensions of homosexuality as a unifying political discourse and identity within the collectives 
themselves.  Moreover, the self-identification and social categorization of homosexuality is not 
consistent according to logics of sexual orientation and desire, since individual subject positions 
and identities in Mexico are entangled with additional factors like skin tonality, class, and social 
stratification (Vargas Cervantes, “Alarma!” 154).  Likewise, due to the growing discussions on 
homosexuality in 1970s Mexico that circulated in the sensationalist press, psychological and 
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psychiatric contexts, and medical texts, there was no dominant discourse on the meaning of 
homosexuality nor who were to be considered homosexuals (Argüello Pazmiño 39).   
Although it is tempting to utilize “queer” as an identity category to address the subjects I 
examine in this dissertation, considering the social, historical, and epistemological circles in 
which queer theory emerged in 1990s Western academic and activist circles, the concept 
significantly differs to the social and political realities of Mexico.  Although queer theory is an 
effective tool to challenge normative, binary, and apprehensible gender and sexual experiences 
while proposing alternative forms of engaging with experiences of embodiment, sexuality, and 
desire that reject essentialist, and fixed identity categories, its articulation becomes anachronistic 
to the social and political realities of Mexican homosexualities that I examine in this dissertation.  
This assertion does not mean however, that queer theory has had no resonance in Mexico, but 
rather that it has remained within specialized contexts like intellectual, academic, and activist 
circles and has been primarily adopted by affluent and educated Mexican homosexuals, 
academics, and public intellectuals.  Therefore, even though critical translations and 
reformulations of the term “queer” in Latin America and Mexico have proposed options such as 
“raro,” “bizarro,” and more recently “cuir,” these terms lose the epistemological and political 
dimensions of the theoretical concept in English.6  In the context of Mexico, while terms like 
“raro” or “rarito” have been used in derogatory ways to address homosexual subjects, often male 
homosexuals who identify with feminine gender expressions, these terms do not suggest a 
 
6 See, Echeverría, Bolívar. 1997. “Queer, manierista, bizarre, barroco.” Debate Feminista, 16(8): 3-10. 
Monsiváis, Carlos. 1997. “Los que tenemos unas manos que no nos pertenecen” (A propósito de lo 
“Queer” y lo “Rarito”).” Debate Feminista, 16(1997): 11-33. Lanuza, Fernando R., Raúl M. Carrasco, 
and Margarita Valencia Triana (eds.). 2015. Queer & cuir. Políticas de lo irreal. Mexico City: Editorial 
Fontamara. Vargas Cervantes, Susana. 2014. “Saliendo del clóset en México. ¿Queer, gay o maricón?. In 
La memoria y el deseo. Estudios gay y queer en México. Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma 




disruption of heteronormativity and the politically oriented critiques embodied by concepts like 
queer and queerness (Monsiváis, “Los que tenemos manos” 12; Vargas Cervantes, “Saliendo del 
clóset” 163).  According to Susana Vargas Cervantes, in Mexico the performative act of 
declaring, “I am queer/cuir” presumes a position of privilege of the speaking subjects based on 
factors like whiteness, higher economic status, and cultural capital that has allowed them access 
to education (“Cuir, queer”).  However, considering my academic formation in the United States 
and the type of cultural analysis that I present in this dissertation, queer theory is central to my 
conceptual and research methodologies.  Nonetheless, even though I use homosexualities as a 
broad concept to include the diverse experiences and subject positions of gender and sexual 
nonconforming subjects in Mexico, recent academic studies have adopted queerness and queer 
theory to examine contemporary interpretations of Mexican homosexualities.7 
For the purpose of this study, it is critical to examine the role of scientific and medical 
disciplines in the oppression, regulation, and construction of homosexuality in Mexico.  Even 
though Mexico’s rapid modernization and transnational circulation of medical and scientific 
knowledge following the Second World War provided new methods to treat social problems, 
they were insufficient to define, and arguably “diagnose” homosexuality.  For instance, although 
scientific methodologies and biomedical technologies were employed to examine and explain 
 
7 See, Parrini, Rodrigo, Alejandro Brito, and Sofía Argüello Pazmiño (eds.). 2014. La memoria y el deseo. 
Estudios gay y queer en México. Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. Smith, Paul 
Julian. 2017. Queer Mexico: Cinema and Television since 2000. Detroit: Wayne State University Press. 
Russo, Anahi. 2020. Tortilleras Negotiating Intimacy: Love, Friendship, and Sex in Queer Mexico City. 
New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press. Salgado, Dante et al. 2012. Notas sobre literatura mexicana 
queer. Mexico City: Editorial Praxis. List Reyes, Mauricio. 2009. Hablo por mi diferencia. De la 
identidad gay al reconocimiento de lo queer. Mexico City: Ediciones y Gráficos Eón. Marquet, Antonio. 
2006. El crepúsculo de heterolandia, mester de jotería. Ensayos sobre cultura de las exhuberantes tierras 
de la nación queer. Mexico City: Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana. Villegas Martínez, Víctor Saúl. 
2018. El personaje gay. Un acercamiento crítico desde la perspectiva de género, los estudios gay y la 
teoría queer en seis cuentos mexicanos. Mexico City: Bonilla Artigas Editores.  
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homosexuality in the popular press and specialized medical settings between the 1940s and 
1970s, there was no clear consensus on its definition or social articulations.  While disciplines 
like sexology, medicine, and psychiatry gained influence and authority under the presumptions 
of their scientific foundations, they also demonstrated disagreements in determining if 
homosexuality was to be considered a mental illness, a pathology, or an abnormality (Argüello 
Pazmiño 36).  These impasses are further examined by Siobhan Guerrero McManus, Mexican 
trans historian of science when she discusses the medical and political limitations in explaining 
homosexuality and differentiating it from other gender and sexual nonconforming subjects when 
she states:  
“Claramente tampoco podemos pensar en el transexual o el intersexuado sin hacer 
referencia al homosexual, y no porque éste sea en alguna medida el paradigma 
médico o político sobre el cual se van a copiar otros discursos para esos sujetos, 
sino porque historicamente hablando, hasta hace muy poco esas subjetividades, 
esos términos, esas palabras, designaban lo mismo” (“Re-trazos de una historia” 
79). 
[Understandably we cannot think of either the transsexual and intersex subject 
without referencing the homosexual, not because the latter may be a measure of 
the medical or political paradigms from which other discourses on those subjects 
will be reproduced, but rather because historically speaking, until recently those 
subjectivities, those terms, those words, designated the same.] 
Therefore, the scientific, biomedical, and clinical categorizations of gender and sexual 
nonconforming subjects in Mexico under the term of “homosexuality” has also informed my 
decision to utilize “homosexualities” in plural as my conceptual framework.  As I demonstrate in 
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this dissertation, the task of assigning specific identity categories to homosexuals within 
scientific, medical, and popular cultures will be difficult and inconsistent.  Likewise, during my 
research I encountered different forms of power dynamics in the documentary practices and 
archival records of my subjects of analysis that undermined their agency and voices to express 
their own self-identifications, which complicates my ability to accurately and consistently utilize 
specific identity categories to address them.  These limitations reflect Juana María Rodríguez’s 
assertion that when addressing non-normative gender and sexual identities, normative 
disciplinary boundaries and categories become inadequate containers for “subjects whose lives 
and utterances transverse the categories meant to contain them” (30).  Therefore, my use of 
“homosexualities” as a conceptual framework that is meant to be broad, inclusive, and evasive to 
include diverse forms of gender and sexual nonconformity, simultaneously engages and 
transgresses the dominant categories implemented by social, political, and medical discourses.  I 
believe this position prevents me from perpetuating of a methodology “perverse presentism” 
(Halberstam 54) through which critical studies and historiographies on non-normative gender 
and sexual expressions are examined based on contemporary identity categories and paradigms 
that overlook the social, historical, and political contingencies in which the subjects of analysis 
emerge and the forms in which their experiences are documented in the archival records.  
Therefore, my dissertation attempts to take a more nuanced approach of analysis to the processes 
of homosexual subjectivizations that are specific to Mexico.  Although these processes were in 
dialogue with American and Western political and liberationist projects like the feminist 
movements, France’s Front homosexuel d’action révolutionnaire [Homosexual Front for 
Revolutionary Action], and the United States’ Gay Liberation Front, my analysis takes into 
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account the specific social, political, and material conditions of Mexico for the development of 
modern homosexualities. 
 Although for “practical” reasons I utilize terms that would resonate with American and 
Western feminist and queer traditions like homosexual, gay, and transsexual, my overall framing 
of “homosexualities” considers the conditions of the Mexican context in which my subjects of 
analysis emerge that ontologically defy some of these categories.  For instance, the first chapter 
of this dissertation examines the sex-reassignment treatment of Marta Olmos.  Even though I 
address Olmos as a transsexual woman, this identity category ignores the specific context in 
which the treatment emerged, its intended goals, and the self-identification of Olmos herself.  
This revolutionary treatment led by Dr. Rafael Sandoval Camacho was conceptualized and 
promoted as a treatment to “cure” homosexuality rather than as a procedure that would help the 
transition of a transgender woman (term historically anachronistic to the Mexican social and 
medical contexts of the early 1950s).  This case raises questions like: Is it appropriate to consider 
Olmos a transsexual woman given the historical context in which her treatment was conducted? 
and, should Sandoval Camacho’s treatment that was proposed as a cure to homosexuality be 
considered a “sex-reassignment” treatment according to contemporary logics of trans history, 
medicine, and identity formation?.  These epistemological issues continue in chapter 2 in which I 
examine the photographic circulation of Mujercitos, a term utilized by the crime tabloid 
magazine Alarma! to address what they considered biologically born men (at times explicitly 
referred as homosexuals) who adopted feminine gender expressions.  Considering the context in 
which Mujercitos emerged and their circulation in a sensationalist tabloid that attempted to 
ridicule and criminalize their gender transgressions, their voice was regularly silenced, and their 
self-identifications were inaccessible to me.  While I could utilize terms like vestidas or travestis 
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instead of Mujercitos, their individual experiences complicate these categorizations.  As my 
analysis demonstrates, Mujercitos’ appropriation of female “sex hormones” to visibly shape their 
breasts and feminize their bodies raises additional questions of their possible identifications.  
Could Mujercitos be considered transgender or transsexual? If so, could their appropriation of 
clandestine and “unofficial” medical treatments be considered “appropriate” treatment methods 
in the processes of transsexual subjectivizations?.  In chapter 3, the protagonists of the novels by 
Luis Zapata and José Rafael Calva explicitly allude to diverse categorizations of male 
homosexuality in Mexico through categories like homosexual, gay, chichifo, and vestida.  
Although these terms suggest differences in homosexual experiences mediated by factors like 
class and gender expression, these categories are at times used interchangeably.  Moreover, in 
the last chapter, my analysis of Julio Galán, artist who criticism has identified as a gay artist in 
great part derived from the analysis of his highly homoerotic and arguably “queer” work, his 
sexual orientation, and self-identification remain ambiguous.  Born in an affluent family, Galán 
was able to live in New York City in the 1980s where he produced a great amount of his work 
for which he received local attention in the neo-avant garde circles before gaining international 
recognition.  His subject position is juxtaposed to Nahum B. Zenil, a mestizo and self-identified 
homosexual artist whose adoption of this identity rejects its pathological connotations.  Zenil’s 
upbringing in a rural lower middle-class family and whose work reflects his concerns regarding 
social homophobia in Mexico, would exhibit most of his work nationally before receiving 
international recognition in the early 1990s.  This chapter reveals the different processes of 
homosexual identity formation in Mexico due to factors like class, race, and cultural capital.  
Thus, my conceptual framework of “homosexualities” attempts to address these diverse forms of 
non-normative sexual and gender expressions that are not fixed or consistent.  The evolution of 
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the Mexican Homosexual Liberation movement also reflects the shifting understandings of non-
normative gender and sexual subjects who were initially organized around the concept of 
homosexuality as shared identity for political mobilization.  For instance, the first Parade of 
Homosexual Pride [Marcha del Orgullo Homosexual] in 1979 would undergo different 
organizational and conceptual rearticulations from the initial appropriation of homosexuality as 
the umbrella term of the participating members in the following decades.  Following the 
HIV/AIDS crisis and its impact in the deterioration of the contingents of the Homosexual 
Liberation Movement with the deaths of many of the members and activists in the 1980s and 
1990s, the Parade of Homosexual pride would be renamed in 1999 as The Parade of Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Pride as a result of the growing discussions on “sexual 
diversity” in Mexico during the decade.  The name of the parade would undergo another change 
at the turn of the millennium and is currently known as the Parade of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Transgender, Transsexual, and Intersex Pride.  Therefore, my use of “homosexualities” in this 
dissertation is meant to be specific and evasive, as well as broad and inclusive, to consider the 
diversity and fluid identity categories of non-normative gender and sexual subjects in modern 
Mexico that have also been influenced by discourses like popular and political categorizations, 
medical mediations, and archival practices. 
Mexican Pharmacopornography 
 
In his article “Pharmaco-pornographic Politics: Towards a New Gender Ecology” (2008) 
queer philosopher Paul B. Preciado provides a history of the social, political, and scientific 
transformations during the Cold War that have consolidated a new system of social and political 
control on the individualized sexed and gendered bodies, their physiological and cognitive 
processes, and their sexual desires as primary sources of capital and disciplinary regulation.  
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According to Preciado “Pharmaco-pornographic bio-capitalism does not produce things. It 
produces mobile ideas, living organs, symbols, desires, chemical reactions and conditions of the 
soul… The pharmaco-pornographic business is the invention of a subject and then its global 
reproduction” (108).  In opposition to the disciplinary society, under the Pharmacopornographic 
regime, bodies are disciplined from the inside through technologies like pharmaceutical drugs, 
hormonal treatments, and birth control pills.  Thus, through the performative practice of 
consumption, the pharmacopornographic society of control regulates the body through “soft 
technologies” that shape, dissolve, and become part of the individual body (110).  Moreover, the 
pharmacopornographic regime reinforces the colonial view of heterosexual human life, and its 
mechanisms of control during the second half of the 20th century were materialized in the fields 
of endocrinology, sexology, and psychology (108).  Nonetheless, Latin American critiques of 
Paul B. Preciado’s philosophical and theoretical work often allude to the philosopher’s 
imposition of a centralized and universalist vision of geopolitics derived from a Western 
teleological narrative (Giannoni, “Testo yonki”) that reproduces the geopolitical domination of 
the North over the South where the Latin American social and political realities are subjugated 
and neutralized (Campagnoli 99).  Although these critiques hold some truth, the specific 
historical, political, and geographic location of Mexico demonstrates the critical role of the 
country in the production, circulation, and consumption of biomedical, sexological, and 
technological devices that are central to Preciado’s pharmacopornographic regime.  For example, 
critical studies have addressed the importance of Mexico as strategic geopolitical location for 
Cold War politics and as a primary source of raw materials for the production and 
commercialization of synthetic sex hormones, and anabolic steroids (Schendel 1968; Hayden 
2003; Llewelyn 2010).  These lines of research, however, have yet to address the impacts of 
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pharmaceutical and biomedical developments on the materiality and plasticity of the body in 
Mexico, particularly, as it relates to homosexual bodies who were often explicitly targeted by 
such technologies.   
During the 1940s, the Western pharmaceutical industry was interrupted by the Second 
World War and foreign investors saw Mexico as a promising site to establish their operations 
that also influenced the formal development of the country’s pharmaceutical industry and 
biochemical research laboratories, one of them being Laboratorios Sanfer which remains in 
production today.8  In 1942, American organic chemist Russell E. Marker discovered barbasco 
(discorea mexicana), popularly known as cabeza de negro, an indigenous yam to Mexico, that 
served as an important source for the production of synthetic steroids.9  The discovery of this 
plant would lead to the creation of Laboratorios Syntex SA in 1944 by Russell E. Marker, 
Emeric Somlo, and Federico Lehmann with the goal of affordably synthetizing progesterone 
derived from the barbasco yam.10  These initial experiments at Laboratorios Syntex would attract 
Austrian-American chemist Carl Djerassi, where he served as an associate director of research 
from 1949 to 1951.  With the support of chemists George Rosenkranz and Luis E. Miramontes, 
Djerassi successfully synthesized norethindrone from the barbasco yam, a synthetic hormone 
that would later be proven to be an effective pregnancy inhibitor, paving the way for the 
 
8 See, https://www.sanfer.com.mx/nosotros/nuestra-historia  
 
9See, Hayden, Cori. 2003. When Nature Goes Public: The Making and Unmaking of Bioprospecting in 
Mexico. Princeton: Princeton University Press. Soto Laveaga, Gabriela. 2015. “Uncommon Trajectories: 
Steroid Hormones, Mexican Peasants, and the Search for a Wild Yam.” In The Pharmaceutical Studies 
Reader ed. Sergio Sismondo. Chichester: Wiley Blackwell. Soto Laveaga, Gabriela. 2009. Jungle 
Laboratories: Mexican Peasants, National Projects, and the Making of the Pill. Durham: Duke 
University Press. Gereffi, Gary. 1983. The Pharmaceutical Industry and Dependency in the Third World. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
10 See, Lehmann, Pedro A. 1992. “Early history of steroid chemistry in Mexico: the story of three 




development of the birth control pill.  In the early 1950s, Dr. Rafael Sandoval Camacho would 
utilize progesterone and estrogen in his sex-reassignment treatment of Marta Olmos.  For the 
history of sexology, David Oliver Cauldwell, American sexologist credited with coining the 
terms “transsexual” and “transsexualism” received his medical degree from Mexico’s 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México before becoming a neuropsychiatrist for the United 
States Department of War.11  After leaving his medical position in 1945, Cauldwell began to 
research and publish work on sexology and would become one of the most important figures on 
the discussions on transsexuality during the second half of the twentieth century alongside John 
Money.  Moreover, with the outbreak of the Second World War and the Spanish Civil War, 
Mexico became a destination for European physicians, scientists, and investors who perceived 
the stability of the nation as an ideal location to continue with their professional careers and to 
invest in pharmaceutical industries.  Given the Mexican State’s interest in supporting science and 
medicine as part of their modernizing projects, research institutes were created in fields like 
chemistry, physics, and medical and biological studies that allowed the incorporation of Spanish 
researchers who greatly contributed to burgeoning disciplines in the nation like pathological 
anatomy, pharmacology, and neuroscience (Perez Tamayo 198-201).  Furthermore, science and 
medicine were adopted by the State during Mexico’s economic miracle (1940s-1970s) as 
vehicles to solve social issues, and as a political project that would reflect the nation’s progress 
on the international stage. 
Mexico’s pharmacopornographic regime would expand during the second half of the 
twentieth century through the institutionalization of biomedical disciplines and treatment 
 
11 See, Ekins, Richard and Dave King. 2001. Pioneers of Transgendering: The Popular Sexology of David 





methods.  After the breakthrough sex-reassignment treatment led by Rafael Sandoval Camacho 
that I examine in Chapter 1, Mexico became a destination in the 1960s for transgender subjects 
from the United States who desired to undergo such treatments.12  In the 1968 summer Olympic 
Games held in Mexico City, the first to be televised live in color, the International Olympic 
Committee introduced chromosome testing for the first time designed to identify male athletes 
potentially disguised as females.  The “Femininity tests” (later abolished due to its inconclusive 
results in identifying “maleness”) were developed in part with the assistance of Dr. Eduardo Hay, 
professor of gynecology and obstetrics at the Faculty of Medicine in Mexico.  Hay became a 
prominent figure in the coordination of the Olympic ceremonies and protocols serving as the 
Vice-President of the Mexican National Olympic Committee.13  In the 1970s, the expansion of 
mass cultures, biomedical sciences, and the public appearance of homosexualities in film, 
theater, and the popular press would further reflect the expansion of pharmacopornographic 
technologies.  Although the circulation of pornography in Mexico can be traced to silent films 
during the first half of the twentieth century, technological developments like VHS tapes and the 
rise and circulation of popular printed cultures, allowed for groups from different social classes 
to consume pornographic materials and erotica.14  Some of these materials also circulated across 
 
12 Reay, Barry. 2020. Trans America: A Counter History. Cambridge: Polity. Meyerowitz, Joanne. 2002. 
How Sex Changed: A History of Transsexuality in the United States. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press. 
 
13 See, Hay, Eduardo. 1974. “Femininity Tests at the Olympic Games.” Olympic Review, 76(77): 119-124. 
Hay, Eduardo. 1972. “Sex Determination in Putative Female Athletes.” JAMA, 221(9): 998-999. 
 
14 See, La Jornada. 2011. “La Filmoteca de la UNAM resguarda una colección de películas porno 
silentes.” https://www.jornada.com.mx/2011/03/19/espectaculos/a08n1esp Román, Ernesto. 2006. El cine 
pornográfico mexicano de los '90. México, D.F.: Cineteca Nacional. For a discussion on gay pornography 
and forms of socialization see: Córdoba Plaza, Rosío, and Jesús Pretelín Ricárdez. 2017. El Buñuel. 
Homoerotismo y cuerpos abyectos en la oscuridad de un cine porno en Veracruz. Mexico City: Editorial 
Itaca. Díaz Rizo, Miguel Ángel. La pornografía homosexual masculina producina en México desde el 
año 2000 hasta el 2005 como alternativa de industria cinematográfica nacional. 2008. Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de México (Thesis). Salinas Hernández, Héctor Miguel. 2011. “El porno gay hecho 
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the border to the United States and are currently archived at the Kinsey Institute, one of the 
country’s most important centers for sexological research (Tortorici, “Circulating Erotica” 1348).  
Similarly, as I examine in chapter 3, in the 1970s, the transnational circulation of “soft 
technologies” (Preciado, “Pharmaco-Pornographic” 110) in the form of pharmaceutical and 
psychotropic drugs like Valium, Benzedrine, LSD, and Ativan appear in the social landscape of 
Mexico in relation to the growing authority of psychiatry and their appropriation by youth 
cultures for recreational use.  Likewise, starting in 1986, Tijuana-based pharmaceutical 
manufacturer Laboratorios Milano began to produce Dianabol (Methandrostenolone), a type of 
anabolic steroid for a group of American smugglers.15  As stated by the district attorney Phil 
Halpern, responsible for the prosecution of the actors involved in the illegal trade of anabolic 
steroids from Mexico, “Between 1987 and 1989, Laboratories Milano has been the largest single 
distributor of steroids in the U.S marketplace, and perhaps in the world” (cited in Llewellyn & 
Tober 247).  By the end of the century sexual enhancement drugs like Viagra became accessible 
in Mexico.  First approved by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) in the United States in 
March of 1998 to treat erectile dysfunction, Viagra was imported to Mexico as early as May of 
the same year and by 2002 had become the most popular pharmaceutical drug in the country 
(Rodríguez 2004: 83).  By 2003, Viagra was introduced in Mexico’s national healthcare 
program’s list of basic drugs that facilitated its access to men since erectile dysfunction was 
considered a public health problem (38).16  The popularity of Viagra in Mexico encouraged 
 
en México”.  Cuicuilco (52): 225-249. Subero, Gustavo. 2012. “Gay Pornography as Latin American 
Queer Historiography.” In LGBT: Transnational Identity and Media. Christopher Pullen (ed.). 
Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
15 See, Llewellyn, William and Ronny Tober. Underground Anabolics. Florida: Body of Science.  
 
16 See, Wentzell, Emily. 2013. Maturing Masculinities: Aging, Chronic Illness, and Viagra in Mexico. 
Durham: Duke University Press. 
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Pfizer, its manufacturer, to develop a chewable version specifically targeting the Mexican 
market. Under the name of Viagra Jet, this version of the drug was advertised to Mexican 
patients who had difficulty swallowing pills.17  Through this genealogy, I demonstrate the 
intimate relation between the United States and Mexico in the production, circulation, and 
consumption of biomedical and pharmacopornographic technologies as well as sexological 
knowledge during the 20th century. 
Mis/diagnoses, Treatments, and Prognoses of Mexican Homosexualities 
 
My dissertation engages and expands on the conventional genealogies of modern 
homosexuality in Mexico by incorporating archives that have remained marginal or that have not 
been examined in relation to the growing interest of scientific and medical disciplines on 
homosexuality during the Cold War period.  Therefore, this dissertation is an initial intervention 
in the influence of biomedicine, the standardized medical practices rooted on scientific bases that 
rely on technology as means of diagnosing and treating medical conditions, as a critical 
discipline for the regulation of Mexican homosexualities.  Throughout the dissertation I maintain 
a dialogue with biomedicine, and how its growing authority and institutionalization in the second 
half of the twentieth century was critical for the legitimization of other disciplines like 
criminology, sexology, and psychiatry.  I demonstrate how studies on homosexuality by these 
disciplines relied on biomedical research and technologies as forms of regulating, treating, and 
 
 
17 See, Camacho, Guadalupe. 2011. “De México para el mundo, lanzan el Viagra masticable.” Excélsior: 
https://www.excelsior.com.mx/node/719510 








justifying homophobic social projects and medical treatments.  In chapter one I examine the case 
study of Marta Olmos, the first transsexual woman to undergo a sex-reassignment treatment in 
the Western Hemisphere between 1953 and 1954 under the supervision of Mexican sexologist 
Rafael Sandoval Camacho.  Proposed as an experimental treatment to “cure” homosexuality 
Sandoval Camacho’s treatment engaed with transnational and transhistorical sexological debates 
on homosexuality and responds the national anxieties following the Mexican Revolution (1910-
1920) when homosexuality emerged as a social problem that required regulation.  Paying 
particular attention to the use of photography as a central device in documenting and conveying 
the success of his treatment, I argue that the photographic medium becomes a critical medical 
instrument that allows the physician to strategically shape the visual evolution of his patient’s 
progress.  Moreover, with the popularity and influence of photojournalism in the 1950s, my 
analysis then considers the ways in which Marta Olmos appropriated the journalistic and social 
interest on her person to self-represent and validate her identity as a woman.  In chapter two, I 
examine the circulation of non-normative gender and sexual subjects called Mujercitos in 
Alarma!, Mexico’s most influential nota roja magazine.  My analysis centers on Alarma!’s 
engagement with the growing concerns of Mexican criminology, that transformed homosexuality 
from a pathological condition to a form of social deviance indexical to criminality.  Although 
modern criminological studies on Mexican homosexualities can be traced to at least the end of 
the 19th century and continued during the first half of the twentieth century, the growing 
authority of police and the legitimization of criminology as a discipline in the 1960s facilitated 
and encouraged the persecution of gender and sexual non-conforming subjects in Mexico.  My 
analysis also examines the proposals by Mexican criminology in the mid-twentieth century that 
consisted in administering “male hormones” to treat and regulate the expansion of homosexuality 
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within the prison system, and how by the 1970s, Mujercitos appropriated endocrine technologies 
to “feminize” their bodies.  Through the appropriation of “female sex hormones” Mujercitos’ 
ability to shape their breasts and feminize their bodies produced social, criminological, and 
medical anxieties since these practices defied the heteronormative views of anatomical sexual 
dimorphism.   
In chapter 3 I examine the emergence of early “gay” Mexican narrative in relation to the 
political organization of the Frente Homosexual de Acción Revolucionaria (FHAR) in the 1970s.  
I demonstrate how the early literary projects by Luis Zapata and José Rafael Calva reflect shared 
concerns by the FHAR on the oppression of homosexuals by medical disciplines.  My analysis 
on Zapata’s El vampiro de la colonia Roma examines the history of Adonis, the protagonist of 
the novel, with psychiatric treatments, pharmaceutical drugs, and his practices of self-medication 
to reflect and defy the psychiatric profession’s growing reliance on psychopharmacology as the 
standard method to treat mental illness.  Moreover, I demonstrate that through “antipsychiatric 
interventions” the protagonist challenges his psychiatric diagnosis as a hypochondriac by altering 
the professional recommendations and prescribed medications developing his own treatment 
methods that allow him to heal outside the psychiatric settings actively defying the discipline’s 
logics of diagnosis, treatment, and prognosis.  In the case of Utopía gay, I examine the role of 
medical and scientific technologies as mediating devices in diagnosing a case of male pregnancy, 
and how Adrián, the pregnant protagonist presents critiques of the growing influence of 
technologically mediated medical practices through which physicians have lost authority within 
their own disciplines.  With recurrent critiques of medical practices and their presumptions of 
scientific foundations, Calva displays the methodological and epistemological limitations of 
medicine and science as historically and culturally specific.  I argue that in these novels, the 
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authors strategically engage with disciplines like psychiatry and biotechnology to expose the 
epistemological limitations of these disciplines and to challenge the medical professionals’ 
authority in diagnosing homosexuality as a pathological condition, or as a form of social 
deviance as they had in the past.  In chapter four I examine the artistic responses to the 
HIV/AIDS crisis in Mexico through the work of Julio Galán, Nahum B. Zenil, and art collective 
Taller documentación visual (TDV).  Through visual and aesthetic analyses, I demonstrate that 
although the early work by Zenil and Galán avoids explicit references to the HIV/AIDS crisis, 
the spectral presence of the virus is identifiable through strategic allegorical and formal 
techniques, best exemplified by the references to condoms and ‘safe sex practices.’  My analysis 
then moves to Taller Documentación visual and their pedagogically oriented works at the turn of 
the 1990s that actively advertised condom use as the most effective method to prevent HIV 
transmission.  I conclude that TDV’s work reflects a shift in gay sexual subjectivities in which 
condom use emerged as a social and medical imperative, playing a critical role in the physical 
and symbolic mediation of sexual contact and in the construction of contemporary gay sexual 
desire.   
In the conclusion of the dissertation, I examine the artistic responses in the aftermath of 
the HIV/AIDS crisis in Mexico by emphasizing the “biomedicalization” of gay sexualities with 
the arrival of antiretroviral treatments at the end of the 1990s that transformed the HIV virus 
from a death sentence to a chronic medical condition regulated by pharmaceutical drugs.  In my 
analysis of the work of Óscar Sánchez Gómez, Richard Moszka, and Omar Gámez I demonstrate 
that while the triple therapies provided the promise of living with the virus, they also produced 
physiological, social, and sexual side effects.  In the case of Sánchez Gómez, I examine the 
artist’s photographic projects that document his experiences living with HIV and his ambivalent 
25 
 
relationship with tripe therapy treatments and their side effects.  Similarly, I discuss how 
Moszka’s multimedia work explores the effects of the HIV virus from an “outsider” position by 
documenting the excessive amounts of medications prescribed to his partner the last year of his 
life before passing away due to AIDS complications.  My analysis concludes with the 
photographic work by Omar Gámez in which he documents the emergence of the bareback 
subculture in Mexico, comprised of gay men who consciously reject condom use to reclaim 
sexual intimacy and fantasy in opposition to social and public health recommendations of ‘safe 
sex practices.’  This case study demonstrates that as the HIV/AIDS crisis was ‘controlled’ with 
the development of more effective treatment methods, barebackers began to seek the sexual 
intimacy that had been socially and medically condemned during the pandemic, emphasizing the 
role of antiretroviral medications and condoms as mediating discourses that have shaped 
contemporary articulations of gay sexuality and desire. To conclude, this dissertation 
demonstrates the critical role of biomedicine and its influence in disciplines like sexology, 
criminology, psychiatry, and epidemiology in regulating diverse forms of Mexican 
homosexualities that simultaneously functioned as liminal spaces strategically adopted, 
challenged, and reconfigured by homosexual subjects to redefine, shape, and validate, their 






Chapter 1: Visualizing Marta Olmos: Photojournalism, Medical Visualities, 
and the First Sex-Reassignment Treatment in Mexico, 1953-1957 
 
 
Figure 1: Colección Casasola, Marta Olmos [Travesti] camina por la calle, lleva vestido y porta canasta 
[Marta Olmos (Travesti) Walks on the Street, wears a Dress and Carries a Basket], 1954. Mediateca, 
Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico City, Mexico. 
In April of 1954 a contributor to the Colección Casasola [Casasola Collection] a 
photojournalism agency founded by Agustín Víctor Casasola, now considered one of the most 
influential in Mexico’s history, produced a photo-essay consisting of five photographs 
documenting the life of Marta Olmos, the nation’s first transsexual woman.18  As part of the 
 
18 The Colección Casasola, is considered one of Mexico’s most important and understudied archives 
given its enormous collection that is calculated to hold 850,000 photographic pieces (negatives and 
positives) dating from 1900 to 1970.  Given the extensive networks of unnamed photojournalists who 
contributed to the collection, and collecting practices of the owners, the content is greatly diverse and 
includes photographic documentation of popular customs, urban landscapes, as well as current events. 
This archive has become particularly significant for the Mexican imaginary given the great circulation of 
some of its photographs documenting the Mexican revolution and some of its key players.  As stated by 
Carlos Monsiváis, the photographs of the archive illustrate the “mythological aestheticization of the 
revolutionary process” and their extensive circulation and repetition have been “inscribed in the collective 
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project, the photographer documented Olmos’ new life as a woman just months after the 
“completion” of her sex-reassignment treatment.  In one of the photographic documents [Fig. 1], 
Marta Olmos is presented walking through the streets of her neighborhood wearing a long dress 
that is partially covered by a cooking apron.  Through the photographic composition, Olmos is 
strategically positioned at the center of the scene while her figure is surrounded by makers of 
technological, industrial, and architectural innovations resulting from the rapid industrialization 
and sustained economic growth in Mexico since the 1940s.  The lamp posts, electricity cables, 
and reinforced cement visible in the structural composition of the housing complex and the 
square cement tiles that establish particular walking patterns, are reflective of the changing 
housing, urban, and social landscapes of Mexico City in response to the rapidly growing 
population of the city.19  The careful composition of the photograph that situates Olmos at the 
center of this new urban landscape could suggest that her sex-reassignment treatment and her 
female identity are the result of the larger modernizing State projects during the period.  
Nonetheless, the representation of Marta Olmos as a woman is overtly disputed through the title 
(or archival label) assigned to the photograph.  Under the title of Travesti camina por la calle, 
lleva vestido y porta canasta [Travesti Walks on the Street, wears a Dress and Carries a Basket], 
the name of Marta Olmos is omitted from the documentary records by addressing her simply as a 
“travesti.”  While the responsible party in charge of assigning the title or photographic 
 
subconscious” of the nation (Monsiváis 20).  See, Carlos Monsiváis. 2012. Maravillas que son, sombras 
que fueron. La fotografía en México. Mexico City: Ediciones Era. 
 
19 See, Gallo, Rubén. 2005. Mexican Modernity: The Avant-Garde and the Technological Revolution. 
Cambridge: MIT Press. Vitz, Matthew. 2015. “To Save the Forests”: Power, Narrative, and Environment 
in Mexico City’s Cooking Fuel Transition.” Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos, 31(1): 125-155. 
Waters, Wendy. 2006. “Remapping Identities: Road Construction and Nation Building in 
Postrevolutionary Mexico.” The Eagle and the Virgin ed. by Mary Kay Vaughan and Stephen Lewis. 
Durham: Duke University Press. Gauss, Susan M. 2011. Made in Mexico: Regions, Nation, and the State 
in the Rise of Mexican Industrialism, 1920s-1940s. University Park: Penn State University Press. 
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description to this document is unknown, the identification of Marta Olmos as a travesti, identity 
category associated with effeminate homosexuals who adopt feminine expressions and 
appearances as constitutive of their gender identities, the archival inscription becomes a gesture 
that challenges Olmos’ photographed femininity and her identity as a woman.20 
Three years after Marta Olmos posed for the anonymous photojournalist, Mexican 
sexologist and surgeon, Rafael Sandoval Camacho self-published his book titled Una 
contribución experimental al estudio de la homosexualidad [An Experimental Contribution to 
the Study of Homosexuality] (1957), a text that documents the diagnosis, treatment, and outcome 
of Marta Olmos’ sex reassignment treatment performed between 1953 and 1954.  This 
groundbreaking work documents the first professional sex-reassignment treatment performed in 
Mexico (and in the Western Hemisphere) to be nationally and internationally publicized.  
Although overlooked by previous academic studies on this medical procedure, Sandoval 
Camacho’s Una contribución experimental includes and heavily relies on photography as an 
instrument that documents and visually shapes medical discourses.  For instance, in order to 
record his experimental project Sandoval Camacho hired a team of professionals to 
photographically document the evolution of his treatment.  As a result, the text includes almost 
40 photographic documents that complement the physician’s anatomical diagnosis, surgical 
treatment, and final prognosis.  In contrast to the photo-essay in the Colección Casasola that 
presents Marta Olmos performing urban and domestic femininity, the medically mediated 
photographs by Sandoval Camacho and his team present the patient as an anonymous, 
 
20 See, Vargas Cervantes, Susana. 2014. “Saliendo del clóset en México. ¿Queer, gay o maricón?. In La 
memoria y el deseo. Estudios gay y queer en México. Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 
México. Prieur, Annick. 1998. Mema's House, Mexico City: On Transvestites, Queens, and Machos. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Gómez-Ramírez, Oralia. 2017. “We Are Trans Women”: On-
Street Sex work and Transgender Politics in Mexico City.” Vancouver: The University of British 
Columbia. PhD Dissertation. 
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anomalous, and medicalized subject.  Through the strategic use of the medical gaze, 
photographic technologies, and visual sense making, Sandoval Camacho presents homosexuality 
as a curable pathological condition as demonstrated by the sex-reassignment treatment of Marta 
Olmos [Fig. 2].  This chapter examines the role of photography in documenting, challenging, and 
validating Marta Olmos’ identity as Mexico’s first transsexual woman.  Departing from the 
medical photography of Marta Olmos presented in Sandoval Camacho’s Una contribución 
experimental, I examine how the physician utilizes photography as a medical instrument that 
enables him to visually materialize a fictional representation of a seamless bodily and gendered 
transition which would rectify the success of his treatment to “cure” homosexuality through 
biomedical, surgical, and psychiatric treatments.  My analysis then moves to the photo-essay of 
Marta Olmos currently held in the Colección Casasola to examine how Olmos adopted 
photojournalistic conventions and its popularity, to document, circulate, and validate her identity 
as a woman regardless of the imposed categories by medical disciplines, the popular press, and 
archival practices. 
 
Figure 2: Rafael Sandoval Camacho, “Marta Olmos Before and After Treatment, 1953-1954.” 1957. Una 
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 Following the presidency of Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-1940), period marked by nationalist 
and wealth redistribution projects that adhered to the ethos of the Mexican Revolution 
exemplified by the nationalization of the railway system, the oil industry, and the land reforms, 
the country’s economy was strengthened by the growth of industrial manufacturing.  Under the 
presidencies of Manuel Ávila Camacho (1940-1946) and Miguel Alemán (1946-1952), the 
Mexican economic policies gradually shifted to import-substitution programs and protection of 
domestic markets by the implementation of tariffs and regulation of foreign imports, leading to a 
period of sustained economic growth.  With the outbreak of Second World War Mexico’s 
relative stability attracted foreign investors, researchers, and political refugees.  Moreover, the 
decision of Ávila Camacho to engage in the Second World War in 1942 on the side of the Allies 
benefited the political and economic relationship with the United States.  During the war, Mexico 
played a crucial role in providing raw materials and manual labor to its neighbor to the north 
through the Bracero Program to replace the work of Americans in the war, improving the 
political and economic relationships between both nations.21  As stated by historian Arthur 
Schmidt, Mexico’s period of rapid national development starting in the 1940s was highly 
international since the beginning.22  Furthermore, the relationship with the United States became 
 
21 See, García, María Cristina (ed). 2019. A Nation of Immigrants Reconsidered: US Society in an Age of 
Restriction, 1924-1965. Urbana: University of Illinois Press. Catherine Vézina. 2017. Diplomacia 
migratoria. Una historia transnacional del programa Bracero, 1947-1952. Mexico City: CIDE. Erasmo 
Gamboa. 2016. Bracero Railroaders: The Forgotten World War II Story of Mexican Workers in the U.S 
West. Seattle: University of Washington Press. Vézina, Catherine. 2018. “Programa Bracero y Guerra 
Fría: auge y declive, 1942-1964.” Mexican Studies/Estudios Mexicanos, 34(1): 7-35. Snodgrass, Michael. 
2014. “The Golden Age of Charrismo: Workers, Braceros, and the Political Machinery of 
Postrevolutionary Mexico.” Dictablanda, ed. Paul Gillingham and Benjamin Smith, 175-195. Durham: 
Duke University Press. 
 
22 See, Anne Rubenstein et al. Fragments of a Golden Age: The Politics of Culture in Mexico Since 1940. 
Durham: Duke University Press. Morales, Daniel. 2016. “The Making of Mexican America: 
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particularly significant since this country provided a significant portion of capital for Mexico’s 
industrial and cultural development through trade, tourism, and even by financing cinema during 
the country’s Golden Age period (Schmidt 34).23  The strengthening relationship between 
Mexico and the United States also allowed for the circulation of medical, scientific, and 
sexological innovation across borders. 
Although Mexican physicians and scientists established sophisticated transnational 
networks of scientific and medical research in the 1940s, the biomedical relationship between the 
two countries can be explicitly traced to the first decades of the twentieth century.  In the 1920s, 
the collaboration between scientists and physicians from Mexico and the United States was 
facilitated by the Rockefeller Foundation’s financial support for public health campaigns, and by 
medical exchange programs for Mexican and American students, which ultimately encouraged 
training and collaboration between scientists and physicians from both nations.24  As recent 
scholarship demonstrates, during the post-revolutionary period Mexican students demanded State 
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Press. Fein, Seth. 1998. “Everyday Forms of Transnational Collaboration: U.S. FIlm Propaganda in Cold 
War Mexico.” Close Encounters of Empire edited by Gilbert M. Joseph et al, 400-450. Durham: Duke 
University Press. Niblo, Stephen R. 1995. War, Diplomacy, and Development: The United States and 
Mexico, 1938-1954. Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources. 
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support to study abroad in the United States.  Framed as acts of patriotism, these educational 
demands further legitimized new forms of transnational education and training that positioned 
Mexican students as active participants in the nation’s modernization (Newman 2019).  
Moreover, the transnational dialogues between the United States and Mexico were not limited to 
science and medicine, but also extended to issues of race, ethnicity, and national identity.25  This 
period of extensive transnational circulation of bodies and knowledge also coincided with the 
eruption of the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), which forced influential physicians, scientists, 
and intellectuals to go into exile to countries like Mexico.  With their arrival, Spanish refugees 
revitalized research in disciplines like science, medicine, and sexology during the 1940s.26  
Moreover, as examined by physician Ruy Perez Tamayo, given the Mexican State’s interest in 
supporting science and medicine as part of their modernizing national projects, the creation of 
the Faculty of Sciences (1938), the Institute of Physics (1938), the Institute of Anthropology 
(1940), the Institute of Chemistry (1941), and the Laboratory of Medical and Biological Studies 
(1941), allowed Spanish researchers and academics to be incorporated into the emerging 
institutional and research networks at national universities and research centers.  Some of these 
researchers greatly contributed to burgeoning disciplines in Mexico like pathological anatomy, 
pharmacology, and neuroscience, through their active publication, review, and production of 
scientific and medical studies (Perez Tamayo 198-201).  Furthermore, science and medicine 
were adopted by the State during Mexico’s “Economic Miracle” (1940s-1970s) as methods to 
 
25 See, Juliet Hooker. 2017. Theorizing Race in the Americas: Douglass, Sarmiento, Du Bois, and 
Vasconcelos. New York: Oxford University Press. Rosemblatt, Karin Alejandra. 2018. The Science and 
Politics of Race in Mexico and the United States, 1910-1950. Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press. Ruben Flores. 2014. Backroad Pragmatists: Mexico’s Melting Pot and Civil Rights in the 
United States. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.  
 
26 See, Sebastiaan Faber. 2002. Exile and Cultural Hegemony: Spanish Intellectuals in Mexico, 1939-
1975. Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press. 
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solve social issues through projects that would assist the political ambitions for modernization 
and national progress.  
The conclusion of the Mexican Revolution in 1920 brought a period of relative political 
stability in the country with the implementation of social and political projects that were central 
to the fulfillment of the armed conflict’s promises.  Nonetheless, the reconstruction period 
brought forward concerns of the new national identity and the role of the State in ensuring its 
realization.  As early as the 1920s, nineteenth century Social Darwinist views were revitalized by 
eugenicists under the post-revolutionary concerns of ensuring the development of a strong and 
healthy nation, and would be institutionalized with the foundation of the Mexican Eugenics 
Society in 1931.27  Between the 1920s and 1950s Mexican eugenicists (at varying degrees) had 
direct influence in State sponsored projects to improve the living conditions of citizens in urban 
centers and rural regions.  During this period, the State engaged in a series of social projects that 
were concerned with improving the racial and social qualities of Mexicans.  As a result, figures 
in positions of power such as physicians, anthropologists, and criminologists emerged as leaders 
in the development of social engineering projects.  Through education, public health, and 
decency campaigns, the post-revolutionary Mexican State relied on scientific, criminological, 
and medical disciplines as legitimate sources for public policy and social projects.28  According 
 
27 See, José Vasconcelos. 1925. La raza cósmica. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press. Enríquez 
Gutiérrez, Gustavo Adolfo, and Francisco Rubén Sandoval Vázquez. 2018. “La construcción del hombre 
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18(2018): 187-204. Lara Suárez y López Guazo. 1991. “La influencia de la sociedad eugénica mexicana 
en la educación y en la medicina social.” Asclepio, 50(2): 51-84.  
 
28 See, Minna Stern, Alexandra. 2003. “From Mestizophilia to Biotypology: Racialization and Science  
in Mexico, 1920-1960.” In Race and Nation in Modern Latin America, 187-210. Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press; 2011. “The Hour of Eugenics” in Veracruz, Mexico: Radical Politics, 
Public Health, and Latin America’s Only Sterilization Law.” Hispanic American Historical Review, 
91(3): 431-443. Antebi, Susan. 2013. “Prometheus Re-Bound: Disability, Contingency and the Aesthetics 
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to Alexandra Minna-Stern, between the 1940s to the 1960s, biomedical models and metaphors 
were central to diagnosing and envisioning the nation and its future citizens (“From 
Mestizophilia” 188-189).  Similarly, in her discussion of the medicalization of childhood in Cold 
War Mexico, Nichole Sanders states that the interest in sociobiological approaches to public 
health in the 1940s ascended the social and political status of physicians resulting in the State’s 
shift towards biomedical solutions to social problems (142).29  Moreover, the work of Harvard 
physiologist Walter B. Cannon, which emphasized laboratory research as the hallmark of 
objectivity and central to medical progress, became influential for medical and research practices 
in 1940s Mexico (Minna Stern, “Mestizophilia” 9).  During a context of desired national 
modernization and development, the emergence of biotypology materialized tropes of social 
degeneration and criminality that were concerns of the biomedical and social sciences and 
influenced some of the State’s social engineering projects (Minna Stern, “From Mestizophilia” 
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203).  Therefore, the systematization of Mexican scientific and medical disciplines during the 
post-revolutionary period provided new technologies and methodologies that were transnational 
and transdisciplinary in nature and were embraced as tools to examine and provide solutions to 
social problems.  Under the growing anxieties on the appropriate State measures to ensure the 
progress of the nation after the revolution, homosexuality emerged as a subject of analysis that 
was perceived as threatening for the State’s political, social, and ideological ambitions.  With the 
growing sexological debates of the 1930s and 1940s and their reliance of new biomedical 
technologies and criminological methods, the Mexican state and figures in positions of power 
from different disciplines provided new scientific justifications to diagnose and treat 
homosexuality under diverse classifications such as degenerative, pathological, and criminal.  
Although the hygienist campaigns and social engineering projects often rooted on 
eugenics revived past concerns such as racial admixture, social degeneration, and homosexuality, 
emerging disciplines like biomedicine, criminology, and sexology provided new methodologies 
to examine and treat these social problems.30  In the case of homosexuality, the interdisciplinary 
and regulatory dialogues among these disciplines, at times explicitly supported by the State, 
produced some of the most innovative studies on homosexuality in modern Mexico and 
positioned the country as a global leader in sexology by the mid twentieth century.  As a 
discipline, sexology presumes the scientific study of human sexuality from diverse perspectives 
including behavioral science, biomedicine, and criminology.  With the persecution of German 
 
30 For further discussions on the role of scientific racism and sexology in the construction of 
homosexuality and trans identities see: Somerville, Siobhan B. 1998. “Scientific Racism and the 
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sexologists by the Nazis and the destruction of their research centers in Berlin, considered one of 
the most important centers of sexual science, non-Western cities like Bombay, Tokyo, and 
Mexico City emerged as influential centers where sexological knowledge was appropriated, 
reformulated, and transmitted (Fuechtner et al 17).  For instance, in the 1930s and 1940s, 
Mexican journals like Eugenesia, edited by the Mexican Eugenics Society and Endocrinología, 
journal founded by Spanish expatriates residing in Mexico City, published sexological work by 
researchers from Latin America, the United States, Europe, and the Philippines (Jones, “Mexican 
Sexology” 251).  Nonetheless, the specific conditions of Mexico’s sexological production 
responds to historical and contemporary anxieties surrounding homosexuality.  Even though 
sexological studies on homosexualities in Mexico date back to at least the nineteenth century, 
throughout the first half of the 20th century these studies exponentially increased and adopted the 
latest biomedical technologies, scientific research, and multidisciplinary methodologies.31  By 
the 1940s, journals like Criminalia, Gaceta Médica, and Ciencia, some of Mexico’s most 
respected journals in the disciplines of criminology, medicine, and science had all published 
works on homosexuality (251).  In his study of the development of Mexican sexology and its 
treatment of homosexuality between 1860-1957, historian Ryan M. Jones states:  
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“Mexican sexologists were ideological and methodological polyglots. Among 
them could be doctors, jurists, psychiatrists, endocrinologists, criminologists, 
eugenicists, and even journalists and laypeople… by incorporating a multiplicity 
of cutting-edge ideas produced by modern scientific disciplines –both local and 
global in nature- as well as older ideas about the body that still carried diagnostic, 
social and political value, Mexican sexology provided the analytical frameworks 
and methods necessary to advance the modernization projects of the Mexican 
State and “solve” perceived social problems like homosexuality (“Mexican 
Sexology” 233).” 
In the previous passage, Jones describes the eclectic nature of Mexican sexology in terms of 
methodologies and practitioners that transgressed national borders and disciplines. The passage 
also alludes to the centrality of the body and its anatomy for Mexican sexology, which often 
relied on logics of corporeal integrity to diagnose gender and sexual normativity through ideas 
and methods that dated back to the colonial period.32  Moreover, with the institutionalization of 
disciplines like criminology, endocrinology, and psychoanalysis, modern technologies and 
methodologies provided new instruments to diagnose and treat sexual deviance.  The visual 
diagnostic practices used to identify anatomical declarations of sexual pathologies were replaced 
by disciplinary approximations to the homosexual body through the reading of hormonal levels, 
biotypological examinations, and the analysis of dreams.  Regardless, these positions departed 
from a shared belief that homosexuality was an inherent condition that could be unveiled through 
the analysis of homosexuals’ bodies and their desires now aided through modern technologies 
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and methodologies.  Moreover, the strategic appropriation of sexological ideas by criminologists, 
eugenicists, and psychiatrists reflect the reformatory attitudes of Mexican sexology, particularly 
towards homosexuality.  Sexologists’ projects and interventions responded to the national 
concerns of the role of homosexuals in the modernization of the nation and influenced some 
State projects like the criminal justice system and the creation rehabilitation programs for 
homosexuals.33  These hygienist and social engineering projects followed the critical discourse 
of the modern Mexican nationhood that was envisioned in terms of virility and masculinity 
(Dominguez-Ruvalcaba 42).  Thus, homosexuality became a crucial discourse for defining 
Mexican nationhood, citizenship, and national identity in which masculinity became a marker of 
national identity while male effeminacy was conceived as a foreign issue that threatened the 
national body (Jones, Estamos en todas partes 515).   
These concerns became prevalent during the 1920s and 1930s when homosexuality came 
to the foreground in public and cultural debates through the influence of homosexual writers and 
intellectuals conforming the literary modernist group called Los contemporáneos.  This group 
included prominent figures like Salvador Novo, Jorge Cuesta, and Elías Nandino and were the 
recipients of homophobic attacks by contemporary writers, artists, and politicians.34  For 
instance, Diego Rivera’s mural at Mexico’s Ministry of Education (1923-1928) depicting 
Salvador Novo with donkey ears bent over a harp, painting materials, and a copy of the 1928 
number the magazine created by the group, includes a young proletariat man placing a foot on 
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Novo’s back as a gesture of dominance.  Through this depiction, Rivera presents Novo as a 
bourgeois and effeminate subject who opposes the democratic aesthetics and masculine values of 
the revolution.  For the purpose of this study, it is also important to discuss a painting created 
circa 1942 by Antonio Ruiz, one of the main figures of the Mexican School of Painting, in which 
he depicts members of Los contemporáneos.  Under the title of Los paranóicos [The paranoids], 
Ruiz presents members of the modernist group after a night of partying whose main identifiable 
figure is Salvador Novo.  As suggested by the title, Ruiz suggests that the members of the group, 
popularly recognized as homosexuals, are victims of paranoia.  Through this depiction, Ruiz 
situates Los contemporáneos within discussions of psychology and psychiatry likely insinuating 
that these figures were “mentally ill.”  Although biomedical, sexological, and psychological 
discourses impacted the constructions of homosexuality during the post-revolutionary period, 
these disciplines also influenced the comprehensions of homosexuality and processes of 
subjectivization of members of Los contemporáneos themselves.  For instance, since Rubén 
Mallén and Elías Nandino were trained physicians while Jorge Cuesta was educated in 
chemistry, these figures were in close proximity to the biomedical, psychological, and 
psychoanalytic debates of their time that influenced their own understandings of homosexuality.  
In the case of Nandino, he utilized his training and experience as a physician to conceive 
homosexuality as an incurable “illness” leading him to distinguish the “homosexual man” from 
the “authentic man” (Bustamante Bermúdez 45).  For Cuesta, after the recurrence of bleeding 
hemorrhoids the writer suspected that his body was undergoing a sex change through a process 
of feminization.  This condition would lead him to seek treatment from Gonzalo Lafora, Spanish 
neurologist residing in Mexico City, who diagnosed Cuesta’s physiological processes as 
symptoms of his repressed homosexual tendencies (Mata 111).  Although Cuesta rejected 
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Lafora’s diagnosis since the doctor did not perform a physical examination, the initial concern on 
the “feminization” of his body is suggestive because it engages with the debates of legal 
medicine and endocrinology of during the first half of the twentieth century regarding 
homosexuality.35  Moreover, Gonzalo Lafora’s interest and research on homosexuality and 
endocrinology would conclude with the publication of “Los tipos de homosexualidad y las 
hormonas sexuales” [Types of Homosexuality and Sexual Hormones] (1942), an article that 
would be cited by Rafael Sandoval Camacho as part of his conceptual archive for his sex-
reassignment treatment.36  Although Nandino and Cuesta were aware of the biomedical and 
psychiatric discourses on homosexuality of their time, their uncritical consumption of such 
knowledge ignored the underlying homophobic foundations of these disciplines and how their 
bodies and subjectivities were regulated by such practices (Guerrero McManus, “Re-trazos de 
una historia” 247).  As discussed by Siobhan Guerrero McManus by the end of the 1940s, the 
sciences became sites through which homophobia became an “operational form of sexual 
ideology” (253) that was entrenched with criminology, legal medicine, and psy-expertises.   
By the mid twentieth century, Mexico emerged as a leader in global sexology, and 
biomedical research.  The transnational circulation of bodies and biomedical knowledge during 
the first half of the twentieth century, and the growing interest in scientific and medical research 
in the nation positioned Mexico as a pioneer in sexual sciences.  The practices and 
methodologies that were global in nature, simultaneously responded to national concerns during 
 
35 See, McKee Irwin, Robert. 1998. “The Legend of Jorge Cuesta: The Perils of Alchemy and the 
Paranoia of Gender.” Hispanisms and Homosexualities, edited by Sylvia Molloy and Robert McKee 
Irwin, 29-53. Durham: Duke University Press. 
 
36 Endocrine studies on homosexuality and sexual difference were also published during the 1930s. See, 
Espinosa de los Monteros, Daniel. 1935. “Tratamiento médico hormonal de un caso de hermafroditismo 
masculino externo.” Endocrinología, 1(6): 24-27. Ramírez, Santiago. 1936. “Curiosa curación de un 
homosexual.” Endocrinología, 2(3): 99-104.  
41 
 
the national reconstruction period in which homosexuality emerged as a concern for the progress 
of the modern nation.  In some instances, sexologists’ contributions to the study of 
homosexuality were explicitly referenced by the Mexican State as expert accounts that 
reaffirmed the perceptions of homosexuality as a medical and social problem prone to 
criminality that required apprehension, regulation, and most importantly, a remedy. Through the 
shared interest on homosexuality by sexual scientists, legal doctors, and criminologists during 
the first half of the twentieth century, there was a mutual dependence and reinforcement between 
the biomedical and criminological sciences that intensified as the decades continued and as more 
sophisticated analytical tools were available.  The eclectic, and at times contradictory nature of 
Mexican sexology alludes to its reformist goals and its disciplinary function as demonstrated by 
the experimental sex-reassignment treatment led by Dr. Rafael Sandoval Camacho that was 
presented as a medical treatment to “cure” homosexuality.  Rooted in eugenic and hygienist 
projects of the previous decades and contemporary debates surrounding homosexuality as a 
scientific research inquiry, Sandoval Camacho’s treatment reflects the homophobic nature of 
biomedicine and other disciplines engaging in sexological studies of homosexuality in Mexico.  
Upon closer examination however, the overall treatment that allowed Marta Olmos’ sex-
reassignment treatment defies a precise classification when taking into account the social, 
historical, and political context that motivated Sandoval Camacho’s experimental treatment and 
the final outcomes.  His project, proposed as a “cure” to homosexuality rather than as a medical 
treatment for a gender non-conforming patient raises unanswerable questions like: should 
treatment be considered a “sex-reassignment treatment” when the doctor did not conceive it as 
such? If so, how are we supposed to negotiate Marta Olmos’ feminine identity as she embraced it 
after the treatment? Although these ontological questions arise, I consider it a “sex-reassignment 
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treatment” because it accomplished and follows similar processes of subjectivization for 
transsexual subjects.  Thus, it could be argued that the sex-reassignment treatment of Sandoval 
Camacho was “accidental” in the sense that his proposed treatment to cure homosexuality 
follows the recurrent tropes of transsexual narratives of medical treatments to achieve a feminine 
gender anatomy and subjectivity, but also reflects the understandings of Mexican medical 
professionals at the middle of the twentieth century who considered the homosexual subject as a 
“woman trapped in a man’s body.”37  Thus, through a process of “misdiagnosis” Olmos is 
capable of accessing a treatment that allowed her to attain her desired feminine gender identity, 
even if the treatment itself did not diagnose her as a transgender woman or intersex person.  
These experiences that escape medical logics and historicity of trans subjectivities, demonstrate 
that Sandoval Camacho’s project nonetheless perpetuates a reductive and stereotypical 
understanding of homosexual identities as pathological conditions that could be cured through 
sophisticated treatments with the aid of trained professionals and state of the art biomedical 
technologies.  Therefore, my reference of Olmos’ identity as a transsexual woman rather than 
“cured homosexual” as asserted by the doctor, is derived from the patient’s expressed desire and 
self-identification with normative femininity, her expressed contempt with the outcome of the 
treatment, and her future identification as a woman in the Mexican press. 
 
Experimental Sexology, Biomedical Homophobia, and Medical Visualities 
 
 
37 See, Jones, Ryan M. 2018. “Mexican Sexology and Male Homosexuality: Genealogies and Global 
Contexts, 1860-1957.” In A Global History of Sexual Science, 1880-1960 ed. Veronika Fuechtner et al. 
Oakland: University of California Press.  Guerrero McManus, Siobhan. 2013. “Homosexuality, 
Homophobia, and Biomedical Sciences in Twentieth Century Mexico.” Sexuality & Culture. 18 (2014): 
235-256. Guerrero McManus, Siobhan. 2014. “Re-trazos de una historia. La homosexualidad y las 
ciencias biómedicas en el México de mediados del siglo XX.” In La memoria y el deseo. Estudios gay y 
queer en México. Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. 
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In 1957 Mexican sexologist Rafael Sandoval Camacho self-published his medical study 
entitled Una contribución experimental al estudio de la homosexualidad [An Experimental 
Contribution for the Study of Homosexuality]. This groundbreaking work documents the first 
professional sex-reassignment treatment in Mexico (and the Western Hemisphere) to be 
nationally and internationally publicized in the press.  Sandoval Camacho’s “contribution” 
comprises an experimental nine-month treatment to “cure” homosexuality consisting of 
psychiatric, surgical, and endocrine therapies to assist his patient’s bodily transition and 
adjustment to their new feminine subject position in society.  By citing influential figures of 
Italian and Cuban criminology such as Cesare Lombroso and José Agustín Martinez, Spanish 
endocrinology like Gregorio Marañón and Gonzalo Lafora, and foundational figures of 
Continental sexology such as Alfred C. Kinsey, Havelock Ellis, and Sigmund Freud, the doctor 
inscribes himself (and responds) to canonical traditions of Sexology that approach 
homosexuality from various disciplines that designate it as pathological and socially deviate. 
Additionally, given the recurrent practices of translation, production, and circulation of 
sexological texts in twentieth century Mexico, it is not surprising to encounter the influence of 
major figures of Western sexology and their contributions to the study of homosexuality as part 
of Sandoval Camacho’s conceptual repertoire.  To accomplish his experimental project, 
Sandoval Camacho adopts some of the most innovative diagnostic and treatment methods of his 
time such as anthropometric examinations, Rorschach and Szondi tests, and histopathological 
examinations.38  According to Sandoval Camacho, because all of the patient’s tests demonstrated 
evidence of pathologies, he was able to demonstrate that homosexuality was a pathological 
 
38 Research on histopathology and the development of sexual characteristics had been examined in 
Mexico since the 1930s. See, Ocaranza, Fernando. 1930. “Histofisiología experimental del testículo.” 
Gaceta Médica de México, 61(4): 177-215. 
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condition that could be diagnosed by biomedical examinations.  More importantly, the physician 
proclaims that homosexuality could be treated and even cured through modern biomedical, 
surgical, and psychotherapeutic treatments.  Sandoval Camacho’s project was later adopted by 
Mexican physicians who provided these treatments to homosexual men under the presumption 
that homosexuality was a curable condition.  These controversial practices would be central to 
the future political organization of Mexico’s Homosexual Liberation Movement in the late 
1970s.  Guided by heteronormative scientific and medical discourses, these practices would often 
approach the patient’s subjectivity and corporeal expressions as conditions to be reaffirmed or 
corrected by medical professionals.  Moreover, the positions of sexologists and physicians 
regarding gender and sexuality frequently relied on biologically essentialist comprehensions of 
anatomical sexual dimorphism.  These practices would often rely on sight, a sense that was 
associated with scientific objectivity by transforming patients’ corporeal morphology as sites of 
examination and truth.  Furthermore, Sandoval Camacho’s use of photography to document his 
experimental treatment follows the tradition of photography as an objective and scientifically 
accurate medium favored by sexologists to document homosexuals and gender nonconforming 
subjects.39  These subjects were scrutinized under regulatory gazes of various disciplines who 
utilized photography as a central tool to document, examine, and regulate their subjects of 
analysis.  Contributing to this history, this section examines Rafael Sandoval Camacho’s use of 
photography as a medical instrument to document and construct his sex-reassignment treatment.  
As a response to the inability to holistically control and predict Marta Olmos’ bodily responses 
to the surgical and hormonal treatments, Sandoval Camacho utilizes photography as a liminal 
 
39 See, Singer, T. Benjamin. “From the Medical Gaze to Sublime Mutations: The Ethics of (Re)Viewing 
Non-Normative Body Images.” The Transgender Studies Reader ed. Susan Stryker et al, 601-620. New 
York: Routledge. Sutton, Katie. 2018. “Sexology’s Photographic Turn: Visualizing Trans Identity in 
Interwar Germany.” Journal of the History of Sexuality, 27(3): 442-479. 
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medium in which visual sense making about Olmos’ transition is shaped, guided, and interpreted 
through his strategic photographic narratives. 
 Even though Marta Olmos’ sex-reassignment treatment led by Rafael Sandoval Camacho 
has been examined by a few scholars from disciplines like history, sexology, and the history of 
science, the physician’s appropriation of photography as a medical instrument has yet to be 
critically examined.  During my research, I came across scarce references to Sandoval Camacho, 
all of which exclusively focused on this case study and at times presented contradictory 
information.  This is particularly surprising given the doctor’s role in such an extraordinary 
project which was contemporaneous to the earliest publicized sex-reassignment treatments taking 
place in Europe during the first half of the 1950s.40  The absence Sandoval Camacho and the case 
study of Marta Olmos within official histories that trace the first cases of sex-reassignment 
treatments in Mexico to the 1970s, demonstrates the relative obscurity surrounding this medical 
figure and his treatment within scientific and medical histories in Mexico.41  While little is 
known about the professional formation of Rafael Sandoval Camacho, the title page of the book 
presents the physician’s professions and qualifications as a Doctor of School Hygiene, Ex-
founding partner of the Mexican Society of Physics, Surgeon at the Fleming Sanatorium, and 
Physics and Chemistry teacher of secondary education.42  Sandoval Camacho’s certification as a 
Doctor of School Hygiene suggests that he was trained or at least in close proximity to the social 
 
40 See, Hayes Fisher, John. 2019. Sex Changes that Made History. New York: Films Media Group. 
 
41According to official histories, the first documented sex reassignment treatment in Mexico was 
performed in 1970, in Mexico City’s Hospital General. See, Museo Memoria y Tolerancia. 2018. LGBT+. 
Identidad, amor y sexualidad. Mexico City: Museo Memoria y Tolerancia. 
 
42 In Spanish, the physician's credentials are presented as: Médico de higiene escolar, Ex-socio fundador 




engineering projects (some of which were explicitly “hygienist”) of the 1930s and 1940s.  His 
professional formation is of particular significance because it likely engages with the 1920s 
legacies of the eugenics movement, which was avidly supported by Mexican physicians (Minna 
Stern “Mestizophilia” 4).  Thus, even though the overall treatment led by Sandoval Camacho is 
significant and impressive given his ability to utilize some of the scientific, sexological, and 
biomedical technologies that were new to the Mexican medical landscape, his overall project is 
nonetheless surrounded by ethical, methodological, and diagnostic problems.43   
  According to Siobhan Guerrero McManus, in Una contribución experimental al estudio 
de la homosexualidad Rafael Sandoval Camacho defends the incontrovertible nature of medicine 
as a social and ethical discipline, which aims to improve without prejudices the quality of life of 
all mankind (“Re-trazos de una historia” 250).  Sandoval Camacho makes this explicit in his 
book which he dedicates to the figure of the doctor, “the only human being who is in intimate 
contact with greatness and miseries of humanity… and is consequently obligated to indicate the 
norms that must dictate human coexistence” (7).  Through this statement the physician stresses 
the critical role of the doctor in establishing the social norms for human relations that must 
derive from the impartial and comprehensive study of biological and social phenomena that must 
be “imminently human.”  Nonetheless, the doctor describes homosexuality as an issue of 
“gigantic dimensions” that requires attention from jurists, psychologists, pedagogues, and 
parents.  While this declaration reveals the critical formation of Sandoval Camacho, who was 
influenced by sexological texts produced from various disciplines, this same dedication could 
serve as a call to action from various sectors of society like jurists and pedagogues in a collective 
 
43 For a further discussion on the ethical issues of Sandoval Camacho’s experimental treatment see, 
Guerrero McManus, Siobhan F. 2014. “Re-trazos de una historia. La homosexualidad y las ciencias 
biómedicas en el México de mediados del siglo XX.” In La memoria y el deseo. Estudios gay y queer en 
México. Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México.  
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project to treat and reform homosexuality.  This is particularly significant since the doctor 
presents his project as a cure to homosexuality that he considers a social problem through 
biomedicine and medical technologies, underlying some of the eugenic origins of sex-
reassignment treatments.44  However, the assumed impartiality of the doctor’s medical practice is 
challenged with the discursive and material outcomes of his sex-reassignment treatment due to 
the unpredictable responses of the patient’s body.  Throughout the treatment, the authority of the 
surgeon is challenged by the instability of the patient’s anatomy that required of photographic 
technologies for its regulation. 
 The power dynamics between the physician and the patient are nonetheless exposed by 
the photographic archive accompanying Una Contribución experimental.  It appears that the 
photographic presence of Marta Olmos is to rectify the physician’s assertions, while her own 
agency and subjectivity becomes secondary.  This practice is perhaps best exemplified by the 
gesture of concealing the patient’s eyes in the photographic documentation.  While this practice 
follows logics of privacy and anonymity within medical practices, the same act transforms the 
patient into a medical specimen to be examined while her own subjective vision is negated.  The 
visual interventions onto the photographic image to disguise the patient’s identity leads me to 
wonder if the gesture of visual concealment was requested by the doctor or if the patient 
demanded it.  Even though Sandoval Camacho confirms the consent of the patient and her family 
to undergo the surgery given the experimental nature of the treatment, the negotiations on the 
photographic documentation remain unclear.  Therefore, it could be argued that this incident 
stresses the importance of visual documentation for Sandoval Camacho’s project overall.  Did 
 
44 See, Lair, Liam Oliver. 2016. “Disciplining Diagnoses: Sexology, Eugenics, and Trans* Subjectivities.” 
PhD Dissertation. University of Kansas. Amin, Kadji. 2018. “Glands, Eugenics, and Rejuvenation in Man 




the patient desire to be photographed during her transition considering the intrusive nature of the 
surgical practices and photographic gazes? or, did the physician convince the patient to be 
photographed given the significance of the treatment in exchange of disguising her identity or by 
omitting the cost of such treatment? Most importantly, these questions make me wonder, would 
Sandoval Camacho’s sex-reassignment treatment be considered “successful” if the photographs 
documenting the process did not exist to support the doctor’s assertions? 
In November of 1952, a twenty-one year old man from Veracruz, Mexico, referenced 
with the initials of J.O.R45 sought treatment from Dr. Rafael Sandoval Camacho for an 
undiagnosed case of amebic colitis.  According to the physician’s account, the patient’s 
appearance, mannerisms, and feminine expressions were of particular interest to him since their 
first interaction.  During the early diagnosis, the patient discloses an early and consistent interest 
in engaging in feminine activities like playing with dolls, cooking, and cleaning.  The doctor also 
asserts that the patient finds pleasure in personal self-care and wearing “delicate” and “flashy” 
masculine attires while she aspires to wear feminine garments and jewelry (Sandoval Camacho 
35).  In terms of the patient’s sexuality, Sandoval Camacho states that the patient is attracted to 
men and has no history of sexual contact with women.  The diagnosis then moves to an 
anatomical examination drawing attention to the patient’s sparse facial hair, soft muscular tissue, 
triangle-shaped pubic hair, and infubular anus (36-37).  The anatomical observations by the 
physician engage with traditions of Mexican sexual sciences, and the centrality of ‘abnormal’ 
bodily expressions in unveiling homosexuality and other forms of sexual deviance under the 
careful examination by the sexologist.  Moreover, the emphasis on muscular development and 
 
45 Critical studies have disclosed that the initials refer to Jorge Olmos Ramiro who would later become 
Marta Olmos Ramiro. This is likely the result of archival research on the stories of Olmos in the press 
after her treatment because Sandoval Camacho makes no reference to the official names of Olmos before 
or after her treatment in Una contribución experimental. 
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body hair as markers of deviance demonstrates the physician’s engagement with contemporary 
discussions in the fields of physiology and endocrinology presenting his diagnostic methods as 
modern, objective, and scientific.46  After undergoing anatomical examinations, laboratory 
analysis, and psychodiagnostic tests, the physician diagnoses the patient with “intersexual 
syndrome” conforming his initial suspicion of the patient’s feminine mannerisms and behaviors 
(55).  This pathological diagnosis is influenced by the works of English physician Havelock 
Ellis, who perceived homosexuality as a congenital condition, and Austro-German psychiatrist 
Richard von Krafft-Ebing, who argued that since homosexuals’ physical and psychic 
characteristics conformed those of the opposite sex the logical extension of homosexuality was 
sexual inversion (Reay 23).  Nonetheless, during the anatomical examination the physician states 
that the patient’s genitalia demonstrate normal testicular consistency, a well-developed scrotum, 
and a normal sized penis of 5cm in length (Sandoval Camacho 36).  This is one of the clearest 
instances in which the doctor reveals his philosophy and the underlying motives of his treatment 
which does not seek to help the “transition” of a gender and sexually ambiguous patient, but 
rather, a “woman trapped in a man’s body,” position sustained by Mexican sexology in regard to 
the homosexual subject. 
In order to provide evidence of the success of his treatment, Sandoval Camacho utilizes 
photography to document his experimental treatment from initial diagnosis to final prognosis.  
However, given the unpredictability of the patient’s bodily responses to his experimental 
treatment, Sandoval Camacho strategically uses photography as an instrument of biomedical and 
sexological regulation.  Histories on the intersections of photography and medicine have 
 
46 See, MacMillan, Kurt Thomas. 2013. “Hormonal Bodies: Sex, Race, and the Constitutional Medicine in 
the Iberian-American World, 1900-1950.” PhD Dissertation, University of California, Irvine. Marañón, 
Gregorio. 1929. Tres ensayos sobre la vida sexual. Madrid: Biblioteca nueva. 
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demonstrated the critical role of the medium in validating and consolidating medicine as a 
scientific discipline and profession since the end of the nineteenth century.  Early on, medicine 
adopted photography as the ideal technology for medical practice and training since both 
discourses and practices responded to the growing authority of visual evidence for scientific 
objectivity and the desire to remove the subjective and imperfect perception of the human subject 
(Amirault 60).  Moreover, the objective value of the medical photograph also reinforces the 
authority of the physician who is competent in implementing photographic technologies in their 
clinical practice, even if the photographic evidence remains visually ambiguous or undermines 
the doctor’s assertions.  In his discussion of nineteenth century medical portraiture, Scott Curtis’ 
states: “we could even state that photography and the physician reinforced each other’s position: 
the presumed objectivity of the photograph reinforced the desired objectivity of the physician, 
while the physician’s authority underwrote the evidentiary status of the document” (74).  The 
authority of medically mediated visual evidence would continue and exponentially increase in 
the second half of the twentieth century.  During the Cold War, the medical portraits and 
photographs would evolve into new forms of visual documents like x-rays, microphotography, 
and sonographs (Köppen 183).  Under the expansion of new medical imaging technologies, the 
visual documents produced within clinical settings would be considered scientific documents and 
would drastically change the understanding of the human body and its internal functions (Ostherr 
18).  In relation to sexology, the expansion of photography during the first decades of the 
twentieth century was adopted by sexologists as the preferred medium to document and study 
their subjects of analysis.  Through a “photographic turn,” early twentieth century sexologists 
utilized photography as a crucial medium for research and practice that stood in opposition to the 
textual dominance of nineteenth century sexological studies (Sutton 447).  Similar to the role of 
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photography in the legitimization of medicine as a discipline, European sexologists utilized the 
medium to advance and justify their burgeoning discipline as scientifically legitimate.  By the 
1920s, sexologists had developed their own diagnostic methods and developed “sexological 
photography,” a photographic genre that allowed for new visual forms of medically categorizing 
sexual deviance and pathology while showcasing sexology as a modern biomedical discipline 
(Sutton 472).  In the specific case of Sandoval Camacho, his use of photography during his sex-
reassignment treatment engages with the traditions of medical and sexological photography.  The 
photographs of Marta Olmos taken before and after the treatment present the nude patient posing 
through different perspectives that engage with some of the formal elements of medical and 
sexological photography like strategic posing, critical observation, and sequential comparison.  
Moreover, the concealment of Olmos’ eyes in Sandoval Camacho’s photographic archive 
follows the conventions of medical textbooks and their depiction of patients with atypical 
anatomies with bars across their eyes to protect their confidentiality and anonymity, transforming 
their bodies in “character types” of physical pathologies based on criminological and medical 
taxonomies (Singer 602-603).  Thus, through the use of photography Sandoval Camacho 
legitimizes his medical practices as modern, confirm the success of his experimental treatment 
through visual evidence, and function as medical documents that require of the doctor’s 
professional visual interpretation.  However, given the experimental nature of Sandoval 
Camacho’s treatment, the photographic archive presented in Una contribución experimental also 
exposes the surgeon’s difficulty to visually demonstrate and convey the gendered bodily 
transition of Olmos.  Even though the function of the medical photographs is to visually 
demonstrate Olmos’ feminine anatomical transition that would signify the completion and 
success of the treatment, the photographic evidence simultaneously challenges the physician’s 
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assertions.  A closer examination of the photographs portraying Olmos’ body [Fig. 3] before and 
after the treatment suggests that, even after the treatment was completed, both bodies still seem 
to share some physical characteristics (and arguably, secondary sexual characteristics) that 
complicate the doctor’s assertions of medical success based on anatomical transformations that 
would be noticeable through the patient’s gendered anatomy.47  
 
Figure 3: Rafael Sandoval Camacho, “Marta Olmos Anatomical Studies Before and After Treatment, 
1953-1954.” 1957. Una contribución experimental al estudio de la homosexualidad, pp. 83-84 & 87-88. 
 
By establishing a dialogue between the medical photographs of Marta Olmos before and 
after the treatment as presented in Una contribución experimental, one can identify strategic 
formal techniques utilized by the physician to control and visually convey the completion of the 
patient’s transition.  However, upon closer examination I argue that even after the treatment was 
completed, the photographs complementing the text make it difficult to clearly “see” the 
gendered anatomical transformations on Olmos’ body.  For instance, the importance of 
anatomical visual evidence in Sandoval Camacho’s philosophy is challenged by the visual 
absence of breasts, a secondary sexual characteristic that would suggest the completion of the 
patient’s gender transition.  I consider this observation appropriate and significant because the 
 
47 According to Sandoval Camacho’s philosophy, which emphasizes gendered anatomical transformations 
as determinants of the completion of Olmos transition, the physician is required to develop (perhaps 
speculate) the parameters to calculate and determine the patient’s gendered anatomical transformations 
that would confirm the success of his treatment.   
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doctor developed and implemented a specific hormonal treatment to speed up mammary 
glandular growth in the patient to develop prominent breasts (Sandoval Camacho 78).  Even 
though the visual absence of male genitals suggests Olmos’ transition, her bodily articulations 
after the treatment defy the expectations and the authority of the physician enacted by the 
photographic gaze that attempts to make her body legible as feminine.  Thus, in order to convey 
his claim that Marta Olmos’ transition was complete and successful, Sandoval Camacho relies on 
visual devices and on photographic poses associated with normative femininity that are inscribed 
onto the patient’s body to reinforce his assertion.   
 
Figure 4: Rafael Sandoval Camacho, “Marta Olmos Anatomical Studies After Treatment, 1954.” 1957. 
Una contribución experimental al estudio de la homosexualidad, pp. 87-88. 
 
The photographs presenting Marta Olmos after the treatment portray the nude patient 
wearing a bracelet on her right arm and a pair of women’s shoes [Fig. 4].  While this gesture 
may appear insignificant, the inclusion of these accessories, cultural markers of femininity, can 
be read as visual inscriptions that reinforce the Sandoval Camacho’s position that regardless of 
how Olmos’ anatomy may appear visually, the patient has fully transitioned to a feminine 
subject.  The strategic documentation of Olmos embodying and performing femininity through 
the “stylized repetition of acts” (Butler 179) such as strategic poses, gestures, and practices like 
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wearing women’s clothing, reinforces Sandoval Camacho’s assertion that the patient has 
achieved and adopted his intended feminine identity.  This is further reinforced by the doctor’s 
declaration that Olmos was not introduced to her family until her “external appearance” resulting 
from the surgical and hormonal treatments allowed her to wear women’s clothing and cosmetic 
accessories, which would signify the completion of her new feminine subjectivity (Sandoval 
Camacho 80).  This statement suggests that according to the doctor’s philosophy, the patient’s 
gendered body predates and dictates the performance of her gender expression.  Thus, the 
physician’s endorsement of the patient’s feminine identity would occur once he considered the 
transition to be complete, authorizing and confirming her feminine gender expression.   
As a stark contrast, the absence of photographic documentation portraying Marta Olmos 
wearing men’s clothing or other cultural indicators of masculinity before the treatment presents 
the patient before the camera gaze as a medicalized (and feminized) subject reinforcing the belief 
the patient was never fully a man.  Even though the physician mentions that one of the patient’s 
most distinctive features was the feminine nature of her male clothing prior to the treatment, he 
excludes such photographic documentation as a way to further feminize the patient.  The 
disparity in visual representation of Marta Olmos before and after the treatment reveals a clear 
affinity in presenting the patient as a feminine (and feminized) subject.  This is reinforced by the 
doctor’s strategic manipulation of the photographic medium and the visual construction of sense 
making; while the patient’s perceived masculine identity is avoided and visually excluded from 
the photographic archive, the representation of her feminine features, expressions, and surgical 
transformations are visually amplified.  For instance, even though Sandoval Camacho’s 
photographs document the various stages of Olmos’ treatment, the final photographic archive 
demonstrates a particular fascination in photographing the patient’s vaginoplasty [Fig. 5], 
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procedure that encompasses almost seventy percent of all the photographs presented in the book.  
The greatly disproportionate number of photographs documenting this practice reveal Sandoval 
Camacho’s philosophy on the importance of secondary sexual characteristics in the confirmation 
of the patient’s female identity.  This position would become more widely accepted with the 
expansion of sex-reassignment treatments in which genital surgeries would be considered the 
primary procedure of gender transition (Heyes & Latham 176).  This practice, however, was at 
the time disputed in sexological and judicial spaces in countries like England and the United 
States where such practices were considered to be harmful, unethical, and even criminal.48   
 
Figure 5: Rafael Sandoval Camacho, “Vaginoplasty Documentation.” 1957. Una contribución 
experimental al estudio de la homosexualidad, pp. 64 & 66. 
 
My previous analysis demonstrates how in addition to serving a documentary function, 
Sandoval Camacho utilized photography as a medical instrument to visually shape, guide, and 
convey the success of Marta Olmos’ sex-reassignment treatment.  The success of Sandoval 
Camacho’s treatment is suggested through the photographs that document Marta Olmos as a 
feminine subject performing feminine gender expression outside the clinical settings.  For 
instance, Sandoval Camacho’s book includes two photographs of Olmos embodying and 
 
48 As demonstrated by the case study of Christine Jorgenson, the first transexual woman to receive 
international recognition, given the mayhem laws in the United States that considered castration a crime, 
this prevented physicians to perform sex reassignment treatments. She traveled to Denmark starting in 
1952 to begin her treatment.  
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performing traditional constructions of Mexican femininity.  In these documents she appears 
within the domestic space, posing in feminine attires, and performing domestic chores.  Olmos’ 
outfit [Fig. 6] consisting of a sleeveless blouse, a long skirt, a headscarf, and a thin belt tied 
around her waist, are utilized as explicit markers that inscribe femininity to her body and to her 
gender expression.  However, the visual narrative curated by Sandoval Camacho that presents 
Olmos as an assimilated feminine subject that would support the conclusion and success of his 
treatment is undermined by the textual descriptions that reveal that even at the time when the 
photographs were taken the patient remained under medical supervision.  In his written account, 
Sandoval Camacho references the uncertainties surrounding the bodily responses that would 
require the medical supervision of the patient for an indefinite period of time.  This is 
particularly evident in the discussions of the hormonal treatments implemented by the doctor.  
According to Sandoval Camacho, the administration of “feminine hormones” would depend on 
the patient’s “feminization” determined by the development of secondary sexual characteristics 
(32).49  Thus, the uncertainty regarding the expected length of the patient’s hormonal treatment 
and her unpredictable bodily responses challenges the doctor’s assertion that the treatment has 
been completed.  This is further exposed by Sandoval Camacho’s declaration that even after 
undergoing the surgical and hormonal treatments, the patient’s endocrine changes must be under 
regular supervision for an indefinite period of time to ensure her full transition (33).  Moreover, 
the inability to fully accomplish the transition according to his initial hypothesis and prognosis is 
also expressed in the conclusion of the text when the doctor states that through female sex 
hormones, he was able to develop “most” of the patient’s secondary female sexual characteristics 
 
49 This assumption alludes to Gregorio Marañón’s assertions that sexual dimorphism was the result of 
evolutionary differences in males and females who originated from a shared bisexual state, a similar 
hypothesis raised by Hirschfeld’s theory of sexual intermediaries that proposes that between the two 
extremes of male and female, an almost indefinite number of sexual types existed. 
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(122).  Thus, in opposition to the visual narrative presented in Una contribución experimental 
that proposes a continuous evolution guided by photographic documentation, the reflections and 
concerns raised by Sandoval Camacho in his text expose the difficulty in controlling, predicting, 
and visualizing the “complete” corporeal transformations as a result of his sex-reassignment 
treatment.  Additionally, his project also exposes the limitations of idealized logics of sexual 
dimorphism that are difficult to implement in practice.  
 
Figure 6: Rafael Sandoval Camacho, “Marta Olmos at Home, 1954.” 1957. Una contribución 
experimental al estudio de la homosexualidad, pp. 98. 
Even though these inconsistencies are minimized in Sandoval Camacho’s photographic 
narrative, if we follow Sandoval Camacho’s own logic, until Marta’s anatomical transition is 
completed (and perhaps we could say, fully visibly feminine), her body will remain under 
constant medical supervision challenging the visual narrative of the treatment’s success and 
completion.  For this reason, I argue that although photography comes into play in documenting 
Marta Olmos’ transition, the medium functions as a medical instrument that visually materializes 
a fictional narrative of a completed and successful experimental treatment.  Therefore, even 
though Sandoval Camacho’s photographs present Marta Olmos as a “cured” and socially legible 
feminine subject capable of being reintroduced into society, the required and indefinite medical 
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supervision necessary after the hormonal and surgical treatments is excluded from the 
photographic archive.  This is best exemplified by the omission of explicit visual references to 
Sandoval Camacho himself in the photographs that document his revolutionary treatment. 
Marta Olmos, Photojournalism, and the Archive 
 
Even before the publication of Sandoval Camacho’s Una contribución experimental al 
estudio de la homosexulidad in 1957, Marta Olmos’ story had circulated in the press in Mexico 
and the United States for three years.  In May of 1954 American tabloids the San Francisco 
Chronicle, the San Francisco Examiner, and the New York Sunday Mirror reported on Marta 
Olmos’ sex-reassignment treatment (Skidmore 285).  These American publications would 
challenge Olmos’ identity as a woman by considering the medical and social conditions of her 
treatment as deficient and immoral (286).  Moreover, as examined by Emily Skidmore, race 
became a central concern in the negotiation of Olmos’ identity in the press, as was the case for 
other transsexual women of color who did not conform to the values of middle class and white 
femininity as embodied and expressed by Christine Jorgensen, the first American transsexual 
woman to receive extensive national and international attention (287).  This assertion is 
particularly important since it demonstrates the centrality of whiteness and gender normativity in 
Western constructions of transsexuality.50  Nonetheless, the characterization of Mexico in the 
press as an immoral and depraved space of sexual deviance did not discourage American patients 
from crossing the southern border to undergo sex-reassignment treatments that were unavailable 
in the United States at the time (287).  As examined by Joanne Meyerowitz in How Sex 
 
50 See, Gill-Peterson, Julian. 2018. “Trans of Color Critique before Transsexuality.” TSQ: Transgender 
Studies Quarterly, 5(4): 606-620. Snorton, C. Riley. 2017. Black on Both Sides: A Racial History of 
Trans Identity. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. Somerville, Siobhan B. 2000. Queering the 




Changed: A History of Transsexuality in the United States (2002), male-to-female transgender 
subjects traveled to Mexico in the 1950s and 1960s to undergo sex-reassignment treatments 
because after 1955 the “favorable” European doctors refused to treat American patients (147).  
Similarly, according to Barry Reay, the files of influential German-American sexologist Harry 
Benjamin, demonstrate that in the 1950s, Mexico City and Amsterdam were the chosen 
destinations for some of his patients who desired to undergo sex-reassignment treatments (68).  
Likewise, Christine Jorgensen also acknowledges Mexico’s significance in the discussions and 
accessibility of sex-reassignment treatments in the Western Hemisphere since the early 1950s.  
In her autobiography, Christine Jorgensen: A Personal Autobiography first published in 1967, 
Jorgensen states that by the end of the 1950s there were recurrent references in the American 
press to other “conversions” that were taking place in Holland, Casablanca, Germany, Denmark, 
Holland, and Mexico (264).  By comparison, it was not until 1965 that Johns Hopkins University 
inaugurated its Gender Identity Clinic as the first American academic institution to not only 
condone but also perform sex-reassignment treatments in the United States (Lair 87).  Thus, after 
the first documented sex-reassignment treatment performed by Rafael Sandoval Camacho, 
Mexico became an important center of medical tourism for Americans who desired to undergo 
such treatments. 
Scholarship on Marta Olmos and her circulation in the Mexican press suggests that 
photography was a central component of the reports. Newspaper stories on Olmos often included 
photographs of her embodying and performing feminine activities and interviews through which 
she expressed her satisfaction with the overall outcome of the treatment (Jones, “Mexican 
Sexology” 249).  Moreover, upcoming work by Ryan M. Jones examines how Marta Olmos’ 
transition story spread across Mexico but had mixed reactions with some commentators 
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expressing patriotic admiration for the unexpected medical achievement, while others considered 
it a controversial treatment that would damage Mexico’s perception on the international stage 
(“Now I have Found Myself” 2019).  These assertions are supported by the analysis of historian 
Víctor Macías-González on the representation of Marta Olmos in the press.  According to the 
Macías-González, starting in the spring of 1954, stories of Marta Olmos circulating in the press 
served a political function when the Mexican government faced a crumbling economy and saw 
Olmos’ story as a way to distract the public discontent while simultaneously touting the 
trailblazing nature of Mexican biomedicine (Temple and Macías 2019).51  Macías-González adds 
that as a result of the public outcry against the media reports on Marta Olmos, the government 
and newspapers stopped covering the treatment and relegated Olmos to obscurity (Temple and 
Macías 2019).  The public discontent addressed by Macías-González perhaps refers to the figures 
who criticized the treatment discussed by Jones, and the institutional relegation of Marta Olmos 
to obscurity is likely the reason it is particularly difficult for researchers like me to present 
comprehensive studies on her life.  Adding to the contributions of previous scholars who 
examine the political nature of Marta Olmos’ circulation and representation in the Mexican 
press, I will now examine the aesthetic and political dimensions of the photographs of Marta 
Olmos held in the Colección Casasola.  Through my analysis, I demonstrate Olmos strategic 
engagement with photography, photojournalism, and the archive to legitimize her feminine 
identity. 
The series of six photographs of Marta Olmos dating to 1954 that are part of the 
Colección Casasola, present Olmos engaging in traditional feminine chores while performing 
 
51 For a discussion on the appropriation of Marcia Alejandra’s sex-reassignment treatment during the 
early Chilean dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet as a symbol of national progress see, Carvajal, Fernanda. 
2018. “Image Politics and Disturbing Temporalities: On “Sex Change” Operations in the Early Chilean 
Dictatorship.” TSQ: Transgender Studies Quarterly, 5(4): 621-637.  
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contemporary urban femininity.  The photographs of Marta Olmos were produced in a social 
context in which photography circulated through popular culture and the press while also 
maintaining particular attraction and influence.  According to John Mraz, from the mid 1930s to 
the mid 1950s, photography received an uncommon prestige and interest in Mexican magazines 
given their interest in visuality, not only as a medium to reach larger audiences but also as a 
political instrument that could reinforce or challenge the authority of political figures and their 
social projects (135).52  Under this context of growing acceptance, demand, and circulation of 
visual culture, Marta Olmos accepts to be photographed (likely to be reproduced in the press) by 
a contributor to the Casasola Collection.  Based on the formal, aesthetic, and archival 
information, one can assume that the series of photographs were taken by the same photographer 
on the same day as part of a photo-essay.  My conclusion derives from the formal and narrative 
dimensions of Olmos’ photographs, which follow some of the formal conventions and content of 
photo-essays.  These projects consider the photographic image’s potential for narration and 
visual autonomy over text, and often document situations and events of social interest (Mraz 
137).  While it is possible that some of the photographs of Marta Olmos’ photo essay held in the 
Casasola Collection were published in the press, my intervention examines how this particular 
set of photographs document Olmos’ engagement with post-revolutionary comprehensions of 
Mexican womanhood, and how the act of self-representation through photography becomes an 
act of resistance and legitimization of her identity. 
Unlike the representation of Marta Olmos walking through her neighborhood examined 
in the introduction of this chapter, the remaining four photographs of the photo-essay document 
 
52 See, Smith, Benjamin. 2018. The Mexican Press and Civil Society, 1940-1976. Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press. Rubenstein, Anne. 1998. Bad Language, Naked Ladies, and Other 
Threats to the Nation. Durham: Duke University Press. 
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her activities within the boundaries of the domestic space.  Two photographs [Fig. 7] portray 
Olmos engaging in feminine practices like getting ready in front of a mirror and in the act of 
cooking, idealized practices of middle-class urban femininity of 1950s Mexico.  In the 
photograph of Olmos in front of a mirror she is presented with her painted nails and wearing 
makeup and jewelry, feminine practices Olmos aspired to engage in even before her transition.  
Under closer examination, above the central figures of Marta Olmos and her female friend, we 
can identify a calendar that reads “Mueblerías Margol.”  This type of ephemera, often gifted at 
shops in Mexico to customers at the end of each year reveals that the photographs were taken in 
April of 1954 and suggests that Olmos likely visited that furniture store.  This observation is 
important because the insinuation that Olmos purchased furniture to decorate her house engages 
the tradition of interior design in post-revolutionary Mexico as an extension of the housewife’s 
feminine identity (Hershfield 77).  Moreover, given the social context of 1950s Mexico, interior 
design emerged as a topic of discussion within architecture, particularly as it related to the new 
housing complexes like the one where Olmos lived.53  Given the standardization of the urban 
housing complexes, interior design promised the possibility of constructing functional yet 
personalized domestic environments.  Moreover, the performance of Marta Olmos’ gender 
identity is further documented in the photograph that presents her cooking.  While we are unable 
to identify the dish that Olmos is preparing (perhaps she is simply simulating the practice for the 
photographic document), the overall composition is particularly suggestive.  With the aid of a 
stove, appliance that served as a symbol of modern domestic femininity in Mexico since the 
 
53 See, Randal Sheppard. 2018. “Clara Porset in Mid Twentieth-Century Mexico: The Politics of 
Designing, Producing, and Consuming Revolutionary Modernity.” The Americas, 75(2): 349-379. 
Macías-González, Víctor M. 2015. “The Transnational Homophile Movement and the Development of 
Domesticity in Mexico City’s Homosexual Community, 1930-70.” In Gender, Imperialism, and Global 
Exchanges, 132-160. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing.   
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1920s, Olmos presents herself as an assimilated woman capable of performing conventional 
feminine practices like cooking, while simultaneously adapting with the rapidly changing 
conventions of urban femininity (Hershfield 78).  Thus, these photographs demonstrate how the 
consumption of cosmetic products targeting middle class urban women allowed Olmos to 
accentuate her feminine identity, while her gender expression is confirmed with the aid of a stove 
that facilitates the cooking of the modern Mexican woman. 
      
Figure 7: Colección Casasola, Marta Olmos [travesti] se arregla frente a un espejo [Marta Olmos 
(travesti) gets Ready in Front of a Mirror] and Marta Olmos [travesti] prepara comida en la cocina 
[Marta Olmos (travesti) Prepares Food in the Kitchen], 1954.  Mediateca, Instituto Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia, Mexico City, Mexico. 
The Casasola photo-essay does not only serve a documentary function, but it also reflects 
the changing understandings of domesticity, gender, and sexuality since the 1940s resulting from 
Mexico’s rapid industrialization.  As examined by Paul B. Preciado in Pornotopía. Arquitectura 
y sexualidad en Playboy durante la guerra fría (2013), with the conclusion of the Second World 
War the United States experienced drastic (yet conservative) social reconfigurations in which 
men returned to the workforce while women were expected to return to the home now located in 
the American suburbs.  While the suburban house responded to Cold War fears of nuclear 
warfare by leaving urban centers, suburban living also reinforced heteronormative gender roles 
that were suspended during the war (Preciado, Pornotopía 37).  Thus, the suburban house served 
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as a space for the consolidation of new performative models of gender, race, and sexuality, 
which consolidated the white heterosexual family as a center of economic production, 
consumption, and the symbol of American nationalism during the 1950s (40).  Nonetheless, 
during the same period heterosexual masculinity was reinventing itself in relation to the 
dominant views of domestic and heterosexual relations.  In opposition to the mainstream and 
conservative heterosexual domesticity, the playboy, a single heterosexual bachelor reinvented the 
domestic space in which consumerism, hedonism, and pleasure, were implemented as part of this 
new form of domestic masculinity best exemplified by Playboy magazine and its ideology of 
urban domestic masculinity (51-52).  In the context of Mexico, the expansion of the housing 
market between the 1930s and 1960s alongside the rapid growth of Mexico City were 
appropriated by homosexuals as spaces of socialization, sexual intimacy, and experimentation 
with new forms of same-sex domestic sociabilities.  The expansion of real estate allowed middle 
and upper-class homosexuals to articulate homosexual domesticities under the privacy, and 
safety of domestic settings that ranged from semi-detached housing to high-rise apartment 
buildings (Macías-González 138).  In relation to middle and lower-middle class homosexuals, 
the housing projects that were implemented by the State as part of its modernizing ethos 
provided affordable housing while simultaneously allowing relative privacy, anonymity, and 
protection (142).54  Under this context of homosexual reconfigurations of the domestic space, 
Marta Olmos’ photo-essay documents her domestic practices while demonstrating her 
reconfiguration of female domesticity that is specific to her identity as a transsexual woman. 
 
54 See, Selvidge, Sarah Marie. 2015. “Modernism and Miracles: Architecture, Housing and the State in 
Mexico, 1930-1970.” Berkeley: University of California Berkeley. PhD Dissertation. Yee, David. 2019. 
“Divided Landscapes in the Mexican Metropolis: Housing and Segregation in Mexico City, 1940-1976.” 
Stony Brook University. PhD Dissertation. 
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The remaining two photographs of the Casasola photo-essay [Fig. 8] present Marta 
Olmos dressed-up in front of her house posing next to a white-picket fence.  Although the 
wooden structure that visually establishes the delimitations of her domestic property may appear 
insignificant, this device was critical during my research.  The photographs documenting the life 
of a “travesti” as inscribed (or “misinscribed”) in the Casasola photo-essay (Tortorici, Sins 
Against Nature 50), confirmed to me that the photographed subject was in fact Rafael Sandoval 
Camacho’s patient who was photographed after her treatment in front of her house showcasing 
the same structure as depicted in Figure 2.  In these visual documents, the white picket fence, 
associated with suburban American culture and values, has been implemented in urban housing 
projects in Mexico City, and functions as temporary support for Olmos photographic poses.  In 
the first photograph, Olmos is presented in a full body shot that showcases her modern dress and 
her overall feminine appearance.  In the background, we can see the entrance to her house which, 
as previously discussed, is part of a housing complex likely constructed as a result of the housing 
projects of the 1940s and 1950s that became symbols of Mexico’s rapid modernization and 
responded to concerns raised by Mexican architectural functionalism (Sheppard 636).  The 
second photograph reminiscent of a portrait, documents Olmos smiling while showcasing her 
jewelry and make-up.  These two photographs are particularly significant for this study because 
these are the only two photographs in which Marta Olmos’ gaze acknowledges the photographer 
and the future consumer of her image.  In opposition to the documentation of Olmos as a medical 
subject of analysis whose visual agency is negated through the concealment of her eyes, these 




Figure 8: Colección Casasola, Marta Olmos [travesti] posa de pie frente a la entrada de su casa [Marta 
Olmos (travesti) Poses Standing in Front of the Entrance to her House], and Marta Olmos [travesti] 
sonríe [Marta Olmos (travesti) Smiles], 1954. Mediateca, Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 
Mexico City, Mexico. 
Although the extent to which Marta Olmos’ photo-essay circulated in the press remains 
unknown to me, her desire to be photographed (and now archived) for broader national and 
transnational publics is politically significant.  In addition to appropriating the clinical gaze’s 
ability not only to objectify patients but also to create and legitimize their subject positions 
(Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic xv), Marta Olmos articulates and legitimizes her feminine 
identity through her strategic engagement with photojournalism.  Even though the medical and 
photojournalistic photographs document Marta Olmos’ embodiment and performance of 
idealized 1950s urban domesticity, the same photographs serve as “queer evidence” (Muñoz, 
“Feeling Brown” 65) that demonstrate Olmos’ particular articulation of trans domesticity.  
Although the photographs present Olmos performing modern urban femininity, the same 
documents simultaneously expose some irregularities.  As the Casasola photo-essay illustrates, 
while Marta is capable of shopping, cooking, and passing as a woman, it also highlights the 
absence of a husband and children (in her case impossible) that would fulfill the expectations of 
heteronormative domesticity.  Thus, these photographs present a type of domesticity in which 
Marta Olmos embodies a particular type of femininity that is simultaneously normative and 
67 
 
transgressive.  The modern Mexican housewife is reinvented by Marta Olmos’ subjective 
position as an independent, single, feminine subject who has developed her particular expression 
of trans domesticity.55   
In conclusion, my study has examined the strategic uses of photographic technologies to 
document and visually shape the evolution of Marta Olmos’ sex-reassignment treatment and how 
Olmos utilized photography as a way to validate her identity as a woman.  As demonstrated by 
my analysis, Olmos’ identity has remained under constant reformulations.  At a historical 
moment in which transsexuality was not used in Mexican medical debates, Sandoval Camacho’s 
project departs from the premise that he is “curing” homosexuality, a pathological condition, 
rather than as treatment to aid the transition of a gender nonconforming subject.  This is also 
reflective of the sexological, medical, and criminological designations in Mexico that grouped 
together any forms of sexual and gender nonconformity under the single category of 
“homosexuality” (Guerrero McManus, “Re-trazos de una historia” 73).  While the doctor 
confirms that his patient was “cured” through his revolutionary treatment, he avoids referring to 
Marta Olmos in feminine pronouns, suggesting that even though his treatment was successful, he 
did not consider Olmos to be fully a woman.  Similarly, the Casasola photo-essay of Marta 
Olmos also questions her identity as a woman by addressing her as a travesti.  However, based 
on the reports of Marta Olmos’ satisfaction with the outcomes of the treatment and the surviving 
 
55 An earlier case of trans subjectivity that has received popular and academic attention in Mexico is the 
story of Amelio Robles (1889-1984).  Robles, now considered a transgender man, was assigned female at 
birth and named Amelia.  His engagement in the Mexican Revolution legitimized his masculine identity 
as a result of his success as a military figure leading him to rise to the rank of colonel.  In relation to trans 
domesticity, Robles was photographed with one of his female lovers in front of his house in rural 
Guerrero.  Unlike Marta Olmos’ urban trans domesticity, Robles trans domesticity relies on the 
complementary representation of his female lover, emphasizing his masculinity and his role as the head of 
the household.  For a further discussion on Robles see, Cano, Gabriela. 2009. “Amelio Robles, andar de 




photographic documentation that appears to confirm it, one can conclude that Marta Olmos was 
the first transsexual woman to undergo a sex-reassignment treatment in Mexico.  Nonetheless, 
regardless of the imposed and contradictory categories utilized to address her identity, Marta 
Olmos strategically engaged with photojournalism as a medium to document, circulate, and 
validate her identity as a woman.  As documented in an early photograph of Marta Olmos 
reading a report in the press titled “Reportaje gráfico del hombre que se convierte en mujer” 
[Graphic Report of the Man that Becomes a Woman] [Fig. 9], Olmos was aware and actively 
shaped her identity in the press through her critical engagement with photojournalism and her 
visual depiction.  Thus, my analysis demonstrates how Marta Olmos was capable of articulating 
a new subject position specific to her social conditions and desires, even if her identity has been 
challenged, dismissed, and redefined since the time she was photographed for medical and 
journalistic purposes, to now, when I attempt to reconstruct part of her extraordinary story. 
 





The groundbreaking sex-reassignment treatment led by Rafael Sandoval Camacho 
between 1953 and 1954 marked an important moment for Mexican and hemispheric sexology.  
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The project was the result of transnational networks of scientific, sexological, and medical 
dialogues on homosexuality that coincided with a period of rapid national industrialization that 
foregrounded historical anxieties of social and sexual deviance as impediments for national 
progress.  Although Sandoval Camacho’s project was influenced by eugenic and homophobic 
social projects from the previous decades and was promoted as a treatment method to cure 
homosexuality, similar procedures were taking place contemporaneously in Europe that are now 
considered “sex-reassignment treatments.”  While these medical practices shared some of the 
same medical ambitions and outcomes of “feminizing” male patients, the development of 
Sandoval Camacho’s treatment in Mexico and its intended goals reflects the different ways in 
which homosexuality was constituted nationally during the first half of the twentieth century. 
Nonetheless, if we follow Rafael Sandoval Camacho’s philosophy that his treatment would be 
considered successful once his homosexual patient was medically transformed into a feminine 
subject that could pass and adapt to the gender conventions of their time, the overall project and 
the doctor’s assumptions challenge a definitive categorization of Marta Olmos’ gender and 
sexual identity.  As I discussed earlier, Sandoval Camacho only addresses Olmos in masculine 
pronouns even after the treatment was “completed” therefore raising additional questions like: If 
Olmos was “cured” through the treatment, what would be their gender identity according to the 
doctor? How did the doctor intend his treatment to be interpreted by medical outsiders as 
“successful”? and should we conceive Olmos as a medically aided female subject or as a cured 
homosexual? From Marta Olmos’ position, considering the absence of her voice without the 
mediation of Sandoval Camacho’s editorial management of the text, it is important to speculate 
about her self-identification.  While I use feminine pronouns to address Olmos based on her 
selected name, gender expression, and the treatment she undertook to achieve a feminine 
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anatomy, can we consider her a transsexual woman simply because other physicians in Europe 
were performing the same treatments under different social, political, and ideological contexts?  
Based on the scarce sources I have encountered for this project, it becomes difficult to conceive a 
singular identity category defined by the doctor, the press, and Olmos herself.  The experimental 
treatment led by Dr. Rafael Sandoval Camacho in addition to Marta Olmos’ circulation in the 
press will also become important in the construction and regulation of homosexuality in the 
following decades.  Furthermore, although minimized in the overall project, Sandoval 
Camacho’s conceptual archive demonstrates the influence of criminology by his reference to 
José Agustín Martínez, jurist and criminologist who considered homosexuality as a form of 
social deviance indexical to criminal activity.  Therefore, is it possible that one of the motives for 
Sandoval Camacho’s treatment was to prevent Olmos from engaging in criminal activities and 
“corruption” of others?  The influence of criminology in the regulation of homosexuality would 
become more explicit in the 1960s and 1970s with the expansion of mass cultures and the 
popular press when homosexuals would circulate publicly under the label of Mujercitos in 
Alarma! the nation’s most influential crime tabloid magazine.  Thus, even though Sandoval 
Camacho’s revolutionary treatment to cure homosexuality was “successful” through his 
impressive engagement with some of the most advanced biomedical disciplines and technologies 
of the time, the extensive circulation of Mujercitos would defy medical interventions as a form to 
“cure” homosexuality.  As I discuss in the next chapter, Mujercitos’ will strategically appropriate 
biomedical technologies and treatment methods like “female sex hormones” to produce self-
constructed anatomical expressions that would defy medical and criminological categorizations 




Chapter 2: “More Feminine than Many Ladies”: Effeminate Criminals, Sex 
Hormones, and Alarma!’s Mujercitos, 1963-1978 
 
 
Figure 10: Alarma!, “Homosexuales prostituidos” [Prostituted Homosexuals], July 19, 1978. Hemeroteca 
Nacional de México, Mexico City, Mexico. 
On July 19th, 1978, Ricardo Salinas Linares [Fig. 10] was detained by officers of the 
Mexico City police in Zona Rosa, neighborhood notorious at the time for its prevalent nightlife 
associated with carnal excess, crime, and homosexual socialization.  As a result, the 
neighborhood became an ideal setting for authorities to monitor, apprehend, and arrest subjects 
suspected of committing offences to moral and social norms.  Salinas Linares’ detention is 
recounted in Alarma!, Mexico’s most influential crime tabloid magazine as part of its practice of 
publishing stories involving Mujercitos, a term used by the publication to address biologically 
born men who perform, embody, and identify with diverse forms of feminine gender 
expressions.  The anonymous author recounting Salinas Linares’ apprehension condemns the 
alleged sex worker for unashamedly wearing tightly fitted feminine clothing while searching for 
clients, demonstrating the underlying moralistic undertones of nota roja reporting.  Even though 
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the photographing and displaying Mujercitos on the pages of Alarma!’s was intended to control, 
document, publicly ridicule these subjects by exposing their deceitful gender expressions, 
Salinas Linares’ partially exposed body violently disrupts the prescriptive assumption that 
underneath the feminine garments was a masculine subject.  In the photograph more reminiscent 
of portraiture than criminal photography, the Mujercito is depicted with a slightly tilted head and 
arched eyebrows that frame a seductive gaze acknowledging the photographer’s presence and 
future consumers of her56 image.  Furthermore, through the subtle biting of her lower lip, the 
Mujercito performs a provocative erotic gesture that gains particular agency during the 
photographic event.  The tightly fitted feminine clothing referenced in the written account is 
substituted by an unbuttoned and loose flannel shirt, likely as a result of the recurrent practice of 
forcing Mujercitos to undress at their time of their arrest to corroborate, condemn, and 
spectacularize their moral and “criminal” transgressions.  Through these invasive practices, at 
times requiring the professional expertise of physicians’ gazes, expose the assumption that under 
Mujercitos’ feminine appearances, they concealed their authentic masculine anatomies.  The 
anonymous author’s reliance on anatomy as a demonstrator of gender and sexual identity is 
complicated when the apprehended Mujercito reveals a seemingly developed breast, likely as a 
result of hormonal treatments that had been discussed in the pages of Alarma! as early as 1963.  
As a result, Salinas Linares’ exposed body becomes visually disruptive since it defies the 
seemingly natural comprehensions of anatomical sexual dimorphism the tabloid is attempting to 
 
56 Although Mujercitos are often presented by their official male names and are referred to by masculine 
pronouns to “disclose” their deceitful identities, my decision to address them in feminine pronouns 
derives from their desired and expressed feminine identities.  This, however, does not mean that the term 
is consistent or that my interpretation is accurate, since the term Mujercito was not a constant label based 
on specific forms of gender and sexual expressions, but rather an umbrella term utilized by Alarma! to 
address diverse forms of male “homosexualities.”  Thus, I utilize feminine pronouns to address 
Mujercitos who consciously portray feminine identities, particularly those who adopted hormonal 
treatments to “feminize” their bodies. 
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corroborate and reinforce.  Even after exposing Salinas Linares’ body her sexual and gender 
identities remain ambiguous, thus requiring the author to address the Mujercito through her 
official name and masculine pronouns as means to “masculinize” a seemingly feminine body and 
subject.      
 
Figure 11: Alarma!,“Peleaban por una dama que resultó ser “Hombrecito!” [They Were Fighting for a 
Lady that was a “Hombrecito!”], September 28, 1966, and “¿Que pasa? ¿Ya nadie quiere ser hombre? 
Más Mujercitos!” [What is going on? Does Anybody Want to be a Man Anymore? More Mujercitos!], 
December 16, 1970. Hemeroteca Nacional de México, Mexico City, Mexico. 
In this chapter I examine the circulation of Mujercitos57 [Fig. 11] in Alarma! in relation 
to the magazine’s practice of sensationalizing while discursively promoting a narrative of sexual 
 
57  The Mujercitos in Alarma! is a phenomenon that remained active for more than twenty years (1963-
1986), that consisted on photographing homosexuals, and trans (transgender, transsexual, travesti) sex 
workers across Mexico primarily at the time of their arrest, for crimes often unidentified or justified under 
the accusations of “transgressions against morality and public decency.”  Even though Alarma!’s 
intention of documenting Mujercitos was to publicly scrutinize and shame them, the surviving 
photographic archive visually presents them in diverse settings that range from public festivities and 
pageants, to private (and intimate) matters such as same-sex wedding ceremonies.  The stories of 
Mujercitos expand beyond Mexico City including states like Queretaro, Veracruz, Chihuahua, 
Tamaulipas, Jalisco, and Guanajuato, among others.  
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dimorphism shared by the medical and criminological sciences during the second half of the 
twentieth century.  While most academic studies on nota roja approach it from histories and 
iconographies of crime and violence, these studies overlook the medium’s broader fascination 
with corporeal and sexual difference as demonstrated by the predominance of stories involving 
gender and sexual transgression, better exemplified by the phenomenon of Mujercitos.58  Printed 
in low-grade paper and associated with the popular classes, the circulation of Mujercitos and 
other marginal sexualities presented in Alarma! have remained largely excluded from dominant 
histories of homosexualities in Mexico.  Therefore, rather than perceiving Mujercitos’ 
continuous visibility in Alarma! as a marginal cultural phenomenon given its medium of 
circulation that privileges stories and photographs of sensationalist nature, Mujercitos are a 
testament of marginalized homosexuals’ history of public scrutiny by the media and criminal 
justice system, while their surviving visual archive demonstrates their active modes of resistance, 
forms of socialization, and diverse processes of subjectivization.  As I will examine in this 
chapter, the systematic appearance of Mujercitos page-by-page with advertisements promoting 
“hormone-free” body modeling creams for women, and exercise regimens promising defined 
musculature for men, Alarma! reflects the growing anxieties produced by Mujercitos and their 
abilities to convincingly portray normative femininity.  As demonstrated by the case of Salinas 
Linares, the expansion of biomedical technologies like ‘sex hormones’ intended to reinforce 
sexual dimorphism in non-normative subjects, provided marginalized homosexuals like 
Mujercitos with biomedical tools to form and express their gendered identities in ways that 
challenged the biomedical, sexological, and criminological logics of sexual dimorphism.  Thus, 
 
58 In addition to concerns of sexual and gender difference, Alarma! has a clear fascination towards 
experiences of corporeality and embodiment as demonstrated by the recurrent presence of stories 
involving people with disabilities, witnesses of paranormal and extraterrestrial experiences, as well as 
cases of people with rare medical conditions. 
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the appropriation of endocrine therapies not only allowed marginalized homosexuals to shape 
their bodies and feminine gender expressions, but also popularized the notion of gender as a 
synthetic good, that as expressed by a reporter of Alarma!, could lead Mujercitos to become 
“more feminine than many ladies.” 
Alarming Bodies: Criminology, Nota roja, and Mujercitos 
   
Described as the most widely read crime tabloid magazine in Mexico’s history and the 
most influential in the country’s imagination, Alarma! cemented the formal and stylistic 
elements that have become representative of contemporary nota roja (Medina, “Alarma!” 19).59  
Commonly associated with the popular classes given its “vulgar” contents and economic 
affordability, Alarma! found audiences ranging from old Catholic ladies to young punks who 
carried out “the ritual that turns crime into a mythical referent” (25).  Founded in 1963 by Carlos 
Samayoa Lizárraga, Alarma!’s pages provide miscellaneous contents such as stories of UFO 
sightings, crossword puzzles, stories of “monstrous” persons, and basic criminological literacy.  
 
59  Nota roja is a journalist genre popular in Mexico that demonstrates a particular fascination towards 
stories related to physical violence as a result of crime, accidents, and natural disasters often framed by 
moralistic undertones.  Academic studies have placed the origins of modern nota roja at the end of the 
19th century with the circulation of the affordable sensationalist press.  The reliance on visual 
representation (drawings, prints, and photographs) reflects Nota roja’s early adoption of visual 
technologies to inscribe veracity to their chronicles especially within a context of high levels of illiteracy.  
Perhaps best exemplified by Jose Guadalupe Posada’s prints, often considered a key player in shaping 
modern nota roja, these visual documents demonstrate the importance of visuality in the circulation of 
political messages.  Given its extensive circulation and affordability, Nota roja journalism reached large 
readerships, and in the context of great social and political upheaval during the Porfiriato (1876-1911), 
the medium at times explicitly functioned as an extension of the State to uphold social and political order.  
In the case of 20th century studies on nota roja, scholars have addressed its significance as a medium to 
reflect on social and political issues within the context of post-revolutionary suspicion of State’s penal 
processes that were considered opaque by the readers.  Thus, crime centered magazines and newspapers 
such as Nota roja magazines became important sites to openly discuss crime outside the official spheres 
(See Piccato 2017).  Although most of the academic research on Nota roja often approaches the medium 
from the perspectives of the histories and iconographies of crime and violence, these studies often 
overlook the medium’s recurring fascination towards issues of corporeality, gender, and sexuality.  See, 
Carlos Monsiváis. 2010. Los mil y un velorios. Crónica de la nota roja en México. Mexico City: Debate; 
J. M. Servín. 2010. D.F. Confidencial. Crónicas de delincuentes vagos y demás gente sin futuro. Mexico 
City: Editorial Amadía. 
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According to Miguel Ángel Rodríguez Vázquez, the last director of the magazine before its 
discontinuation in 2014, during the 1960s and 1970s Alarma! was publishing an average of 
600,000 copies per week (Vargas Cervantes, Alarma! 135).  Moreover, writing in the early 
1990s, cultural critic Cuauhtémoc Medina states that Alarma!’s standard print runs of more than 
half a million copies were incredible for its time and remained an impressive number at the end 
of the century when even “serious newspapers” like Excelsior did not print more than half a 
million copies per issue (“Alarma!” 20).  While I consider that the self-reported data on print 
runs and sales should be received with some skepticism given the magazine’s tendency to 
exaggerate as part of its sensationalist format and the decentralization of its archives, Alarma!’s 
extensive circulation and influence are undeniable.  Broadly speaking, the historiography of nota 
roja in Mexico has concentrated on some lines of research that have become the standard 
readings, almost exclusively focusing on the medium’s relationship to crime and transgression 
and its reliance on visual representations as primary modes of communication.  According to 
José Ramón Garmabella, nota roja is a particular genre of news characterized by chronicles and 
documentation of various types of violence that due to its gruesome and explicit contents has 
been labeled “morbid and frivolous journalism” (1982).  Carlos Monsiváis describes nota roja as 
pages of press dedicated to crime and police information that sensationalize crimes and tragedies 
to “exorcise urban violence” (Mexican Postcards 148).  Thus, given the heterogeneity of nota 
roja publications, the medium cannot be easily condensed to an exclusive format or genre.  
Throughout its history, nota roja has remained in constant reinvention, while its formal 
characteristics and contents shift from those found in tabloid and crime magazines.  Since topics 
of crime and violence have greatly shaped the historiography of Mexican nota roja, topics such 
as the negotiations of gender, sexuality, and corporeality have remained marginal. Thus, Alarma! 
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and the particular case study of Mujercitos demands further examination in light of their 
impressive circulation in a historical context of criminological interest of homosexualities in 
Mexico alongside the developments in biomedicine that drastically shifted the understanding of 
the body and its material configurations.   
For the first twenty years most of Alarma!’s front covers reveal a particular fascination 
towards stories considered threatening to the established gender, social, and family structures 
that quickly translated to economic profitability.  For instance, first reported by Alarma! in 1964, 
the case of Las Poquiachis, two sisters and serial killers from the state of Guanajuato who ran a 
large prostitution ring and were responsible for at least 29 murders, consolidated the magazine’s 
success and popularity.  Within the first year of Alarma!’s circulation, the print runs increased 
from 300,000 to more than half a million in great part due to the regular reporting on Las 
Poquianchis (Vargas Cervantes, Alarma! 132).  Early on, Alarma! positioned itself as moral 
police for its audience not only by reporting on issues considered immoral or transgressive, but 
also by serving as a mediator between the community and the government (133).  The expected 
active participation of the reader of Alarma! is evident in the regular section of the magazine 
called the Valle de lágrimas [Valley of Tears].  In this section, the tabloid displays photographs 
of missing people and criminals asking readers to look out and serve as additional eyes for the 
police and authorities.  Nonetheless, Pablo Piccato argues that by the 1960s, nota roja magazines 
had lost their ideological positions and primarily became apologetic extensions for police 
reporting and helping with the apprehension of suspected criminals (A History of Infamy 64).  
However, for the purpose of this study, it is critical to address the importance of nota roja in 
popularizing “scientific views” on topics such as crime and homosexuality.  Through the 
circulation of criminological terms borrowed from anthropometry, biotypology, and medicine 
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nota roja magazines gained authority in their portrayals of crime and transgression.  
Additionally, through the reliance on photography, nota roja magazines came to mediate and 
shape the socialization of the body through mechanisms that taught readers how to “see” normal 
and deviant bodies through a process that visually shaped the way readers came to interpret 
crime, and criminals (Orisich 238).  To prevent misinterpretations of the visual documents, nota 
roja magazines consistently relied on textual annotations to help the viewer decode the 
photographs while ensuring particular interpretations (239).  By the 1970s, nota roja had gained 
great popularity that coincided with the growing oppressive tendencies by the State towards 
social dissidence following the 1968 Student Massacre at Tlatelolco.  This historical period 
referred to as The Dirty War, saw the active participation of the State in repressing public 
demonstrations with the aid of police and paramilitary forces.  As examined by Renata Keller, 
amidst global fears of communist expansion during the Cold War, Mexico was experiencing its 
own Cold War within its national borders resulting from emergence of leftist insurgents that 
threatened the State’s project to centralize political hegemony (219).  In this social and political 
environment, nota roja also emerged as a dangerous medium for the regime that even attracted 
the attention of the president himself. 
On early June of 1971, Luis Echeverría’s presidency (1970-1976) was overshadowed by 
La massacre de Corpus Christi (The Massacre of Corpus Christi) also known as “El halconazo” 
(The Hawk Strike), a massacre in which a CIA-trained paramilitary group called Los Halcones 
(The Hawks), violently suppressed a student demonstration in Mexico City resulting in the death 
of approximate 120 people.  Three months after El halconazo, Luis Echeverría addressed the 
nation in his 4th State of the Nation Report before Congress.  During his speech, the president 
condemns the rise of terrorist groups who he describes as sexually promiscuous young men and 
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women who experience high degrees of homosexuality.  When addressing the terrorists in his 
speech, Echeverría describes them as: 
“Surgidos de hogares generalmente en proceso de disolución, creados en un 
ambiente de irresponsabilidad familiar, víctimas de la falta de coordinación entre 
padres y maestros, mayoritariamente niños que fueron de lento aprendizaje; 
adolescentes con un mayor grado de inadaptación en la generalidad, con 
inclinación precoz al uso de estupefacientes en sus grupos con una notable 
propensión a la promiscuidad sexual y con un alto grado de homosexualidad 
masculina y femenina… Víctimas también de la página roja de los diarios que 
hacen amarillismo a través de la página roja; de algunas revistas especializadas 
que hacen la apología y exaltan el crimen” (Echeverría 180). 
[Emerging from homes generally in process of dissolution, and formed in an 
environment of familial irresponsibility, victims of the lack of coordination 
between parents and teachers, primarily children who were of slow learning; 
adolescents with a higher degree of general ineptitude, with precocious inclination 
to narcotics in groups with a notable propensity to sexual promiscuity and with 
high degree of masculine and feminine homosexuality… Also victims of the red 
page of the newspapers that promote sensationalism through the red pages; and 
some specialized magazines that forgive and exalt crime]. 
While the association of homosexuality and left-wing groups is a recurring trope during the Cold 
War, I find of particular significance that even after describing his growing opposition as 
“cowardly terrorists” Echeverría’s statements are followed by a seemingly sympathetic position 
when describing them as victims of the “red page” sections of newspapers and “specialized 
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magazines that exalt crime.”  It is reasonable to assume that the magazines the president refers to 
are most likely nota roja publications, and his seemingly antagonistic position towards these 
types of publications demonstrate his awareness of their existence, but most importantly, of the 
medium’s political potentials.  This, however, does not mean that nota roja publications shared a 
singular and consistent political position.  In the case of Alarma!, the reporting of news was often 
provided by anonymous authors and contributors who did not hesitate to elaborate, correct, and 
defy previous reporting.  Thus, it is possible that Echeverría perceives nota roja as a threat to the 
authoritarian regime, since magazines with great circulation such as Alarma! challenged the 
authority and narratives of the State by showing the persistence of crime and centers of vice that 
were not supposed to exist (Piccato, A History of Infamy 95).  In this context of political 
disobedience and State oppression towards social and political dissidence, Mujercitos emerged as 
a regular phenomenon on the pages of Alarma! throughout the decade surrounded by an aura of 
hatred, criminality, and desire.  This leads me to wonder: did President Luis Echeverría ever 
meet eyes with the seductive gaze of a Mujercito? 
In preparation for this project, I came across the remarkable archival and critical work by 
Susana Vargas Cervantes.  For her PhD dissertation, Vargas Cervantes examined the 
photographic and written accounts on “peripheral sexualities” in Alarma! through extensive 
research at Mexico City’s Hemeroteca Nacional de México, and the private archives of the 
magazine’s last director.  After consulting 1198 issues of Alarma! published between April 1963 
and April 1986, Vargas Cervantes encountered 286 articles dealing with peripheral sexualities 
including close to two hundred photographs of Mujercitos and twenty of Hombrecitas (Alarma! 
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21).60  During my two-week visit to the Hemeroteca Nacional de México, I consulted the 
archived Alarma! numbers in its reserves from 1963 to 1986 with an intention of investigating 
the relationship between Mujercitos and criminological and biomedical studies that increased 
during the second half of the twentieth century, and their influence in the magazine’s 
construction of homosexualities.  My research process revealed the unstable and broad category 
of Mujercito as a term utilized by the Alarma!.  This concept was used to describe men who have 
sex with men, subjects who expressed diverse forms of feminine gender expressions, and as a 
term that associated homosexuals (regardless of their gender expressions) to criminality and 
social deviance.  During my archival research I would actively search and prioritize stories 
involving Mujercitos who were apprehended by the police and anatomically examined by legal 
doctors with the goal of exposing their deceitful feminine gender expressions.  An early 
reference to these practices is reported in the 48th issue of Alarma! dating to March 31, 1964, 
reported by César Polo, one of the magazine’s contributors.  In his chronicle, Polo discusses the 
case of a Mujercito named Christian de Carlo who worked as a “glamorous vedette,” and was 
apprehended by the police before being fined 100 pesos for her moral and criminal transgression.  
Before being forced to dress in men’s clothing, de Carlo was examined by Enrique Novelo 
Zapata, a legal doctor who confirmed the Mujercito’s feminine appearance was a “disgusting 
hoax” (Polo, 22).  Similar incidents of Mujercitos’ apprehension and anatomical examination 
with the aid of legal doctors would appear in Alarma! at various instances in the 1960s but would 
exponentially increase the following decade.  For this purpose, this chapter focuses primarily in 
particular case studies during the 1970s since it was the period in which Mujercitos, and more 
 
60 According to Cervantes’ reporting, Hombrecitas was the term used to describe “women who embody 
masculine subjectivities through the use of normative cultural masculine signifiers, which range from 
clothing and work practices, to changing their “sex” in official documents” (Alarma! 225). 
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broadly speaking, homosexualities, appeared more consistently on the front covers and 
chronicles of Alarma!.  The popularity of Mujercitos in Alarma! is also supported by the 
statement of magazine’s last director who expressed that the 1970s saw the peak of the 
magazine’s sales when they would print 600,000 copies per issue (Vargas Cervantes, Alarma! 
135).  These reports often referenced the presence of criminal authorities like the police and legal 
doctors who worked together to expose and criminalize their Mujercitos’ gender transgressions.  
My research brought to light Alarma!’s continuation with the history of persecution of 
homosexuals in Mexico during the first half of the twentieth century that extensively circulated 
in the press.  More specifically, I was particularly interested in Alarma!’s continuation with the 
interest in homosexuality shared by criminology, legal medicine, and the popular press that can 
be traced to the turn of the twentieth century with the “invention” of homosexuality in Mexico by 
the now legendary incident of the Ball of the 41. 
Effeminate Criminals, Criminal Photography, and Sex Hormones 
 
In the early hours of November 18, 1901, a private party in Mexico City attended by a 
group of men some of whom were dressed in women’s clothing was interrupted by an illegal 
police raid.  Following the arrest of the participants, the event became “the scandal of the year” 
and was immortalized through cultural production such as chronicles, music, poems, and 
etchings by José Guadalupe Posada (Irwin “The Famous 41” 353).  The legendary prints by 
Posada of the Ball of the 41 depicting a group of men dancing have been interpreted as a critique 
of Porfirian bourgeois masculinity (Domínguez Ruvalcaba 34-36), and as an unintentional 
gesture that demystified homosexuality by placing it in the level of the quotidian (Sifuentes 38).  
According to literary critic Robert McKee Irwin, turn of the century Mexican cultural production 
like naturist literature, positivist science, and the popular press abundantly depicted and 
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discussed sexual perversity.  He adds that beginning in 1901 with the scandal of the Ball of the 
41, the figure of the “maricón” suddenly became visible as a fascinating and repulsive figure that 
circulated in popular journalism, literature, and scientific discourses (“El baile de los 41” 185-
184).  There is a general consensus however, that The Ball of the 41, and its permeation through 
cultural production materialized in the cultural imaginary the association of homosexuality with 
male effeminacy and transvestism (Irwin, Mexican Masculinities xxiii).  Arrested under the 
accusations of “offences to morals and good manners,” the participants of the ball dressed in 
women’s clothes who were unable to pay their fees were sent to perform forced labor in 
Yucatán.  Although the apprehended men were charged with social and moral disruptions, the 
popular press suggested that the criminal charges were as a result of their gender transgressions 
through their feminine attires (Vargas Cervantes, “El que ríe al último” 35).  These practices 
would continue and become more explicit in the cases of Mujercitos whose offences to moral 
and good manners, particularly through their appropriation of feminine gender expressions, 
would justify their apprehension and criminalization.  Thus, The Ball of the 41, often considered 
as the birth modern homosexuality in Mexico materialized the stereotypical conception of 
homosexuals as effeminate men who dress in women’s clothing.  Although this incident is often 
identified as the moment in which homosexuality publicly emerged in Mexico leading to 
criminal persecutions due to their gender transgressions, earlier photographic documents from 
the late nineteenth century situate homosexuality within criminal settings that also attempt to 
associate homosexuality with effeminacy.  Therefore, Mujercitos must be contextualized within 
a genealogy of surviving visual documentation of homosexuality to trace the continuities and 
divergences of homosexuals to examine their negotiations at the hands of judicial and medical 
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authorities who utilized photography as a medium for the regulation, circulation, and 
construction of modern Mexican homosexualities. 
Although The Ball of the 41 has been chronicled and circulated through diverse forms of 
cultural productions and media, there is no surviving photographic documentation of this 
incident (Cristeto 18).  However, critical studies on histories of masculinities and homosexuality 
in Mexico have identified different networks of homosocial spaces dating back to the end of the 
nineteenth century such as the prison system, and public and private baths and pools.61  These 
state projects emerged in responses to positivist concerns during el Porfiriato that conceived 
criminality, disease, and male effeminacy as impediments for national modernization projects.62  
These histories of social regulation, criminality, and homosexuality can be identified in a series 
of five mugshots of homosexual inmates that are part of the Colección Felipe Teixidor held in 
the Mediateca of Mexico’s Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia.  In the photographic 
album that was property of collector Felipe Teixidor, we can find the photographic documents of 
homosexual inmates dating circa 1895.  Described by Armando Cristeto as “the oldest collective 
photographic portrait of homosexuals” (18) in Mexico, the photographs of the homosexual 
inmates bring to light the emergence of homosexuality at the end of the nineteenth century and 
its intersection with criminology, medicine, and photographic technologies.  As the earliest 
 
61 See, Alfaro Gómez, Cecilia. 2009. “De machos, héroes, afeminados y otros tantos mexicanos. Estudio 
historiográfico sobre las masculinidades en los siglos XIX y XX.” Graffylia, 10(6): 133-144. Macías-
González, Víctor. 2004. “Entre lilos limpios y sucias sarasas. La homosexualidad en los baños de la 
Ciudad de México, 1880-1910.” In Miradas recurrentes. La ciudad de México en los siglos XIX y XX ed. 
Maria del Carmen Collado. Mexico City: Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana: 293-330. Macías-
González, Víctor. 2003. “The Lagartijo at The High Life: Notes on Masculine Consumption, Race, 
Nation and Homosexuality in Porfirian Mexico.” In The Famous 41: Sexuality and Social Control in 
Mexico, 1901.New York: Palgrave: 177-249.  
62 For a discussion of homosexuality and positivist regulations at the end of 19th century Argentina see: 
Salessi, Jorge. 1995. Medicos Maleantes y Maricas: Higiene, Criminologia y Homosexualidad En La 
Construccion de La Nacion Argentina. Beatriz Viterbo: Buenos Aires.  
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existing photographic archive of homosexuals, these materials reveal an early affinity in 
documenting and archiving homosexuals in contexts of criminal transgressions that will continue 
during the twentieth century and become popularized through Alarma!’s photographs of 
Mujercitos.  As examined by Jesse Lerner, the Mexican State implemented photography within 
its penal systems as early as 1854 under the assumptions of photography’s impartiality due to the 
medium’s indexical capabilities and its chemical and mechanical processes that were perceived 
as scientific and objective (25-31).  Moreover, Paola Cortés Rocca asserts that by the end of the 
nineteenth century, photography would become a critical medium for the consolidation of 
criminology as a discipline in Mexico in which the prison photographer and the criminologist 
would document and anticipate the possible criminal behavior of their subjects by identifying 
hidden criminal characteristics through the close examination of their bodies (220).  Looking at 
the portrait of a homosexual inmate on the left [Fig. 12], we can identify some of the formal 
elements of criminal photography of the time.  However, the seemingly objective and evidentiary 
nature of photography is challenged when photographing the homosexual prisoners because the 
photographic medium is unable to visually transmit the severity of their transgressions.  For 
instance, given the standardization of criminal photography at the end of the century that favored 
rows of mugshots (Piccato A History of Infamy 96), the seriality of the photographic poses and 
framing techniques individualizes the depiction of each inmate by the ontological boundaries of 
the oval-shaped photograph.  Through these technical and formal gestures, the medium 
specificity of photography standardizes the inmates’ visual depictions and corporeal expressions.  
As a result, these photographic documents presenting criminal subjects detaches them from their 
specific histories and their social or criminal transgressions that landed them in prison. 
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Figure 12: Colección Felipe Teixidor, “Agustín Ambríz (a) La Choringa,” ca. 1895 and “Herculano 
Santillán (a) El Cristalito,” ca. 1895. Mediateca, Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico 
City, Mexico. 
Given the photographic medium’s limitations to make the body of Agustín Ambríz fully 
legible as homosexual, the criminological and archival practices utilize the subsequent textual 
inscription of the inmate’s feminine alias, “La Choringa” to ensure that he (and the other 
homosexual inmates) is interpreted as both socially and sexually deviate.63  If compare this 
depiction with the photographic document to the right of an assumed heterosexual inmate held in 
the same collection of Felipe Teixidor that was produced around the same time, allows us to 
reflect on the archival inscription of homosexuals within the criminal justice system.  With the 
annotation “Herculano Santillán (a) el cristalito, 40 muertes. Fusilado.” [Herculano Santillán 
alias el cristalito, 40 deaths. Shot] the extremely informative document tells us the official name 
of the inmate, his nickname, his criminal acts, and his final penalty.  The photographic 
documents of Ambríz and Santillán follow the standard formal techniques and archival practices 
 
63 The existing portraits of homosexual inmates in the Colección Felipe Teixidor are Agustín Ambríz (a) 
La Choringa, Luis Peña (a) La gamuza, Cruz Trejo (a) La Torcaza, Regino González (a) La Angostina, 




that appear in the rest of Teixidor’s Album of Delinquents like the inclusion of an oval shaped 
portrait, the inscription of the criminal’s official name (at times their nicknames), and their 
crimes.64  Thus, it would appear that while the photographic representation of Agustín Ambríz, a 
homosexual inmate, depicts a masculine subject, the photographic document seems to condemn 
(and perhaps even criminalize) his perceived sexual deviance.  If we follow the documentary 
practices of the delinquents that is consistent throughout Teixidor’s archive, the formal 
organization of the written text suggests that the crime committed by the homosexual inmate was 
his sexual deviance.  This is materialized through the inscription of his feminine alias over the 
space of the document reserved for the inmates’ criminal offenses. 
The influence of criminology in the regulation of homosexuality would continue 
throughout the first half of the twentieth century when homosexuals were perceived as socially 
dangerous both inside and outside the prison systems.  Carlos Roumagnac’s Los criminales en 
México. Ensayo de psicología criminal [The Criminals in Mexico. Essay on Criminal 
Psychology] (1904) that inaugurated a series of criminological studies on the sexuality of prison 
inmates, dedicates a section to the study of the sexual dynamics of imprisoned “pederasts.” 
 (77).65 Under the state ambitions of national progress founded on masculine values associated 
with the Mexican revolution, as early as the 1920s, Mexico City attempted to criminalize 
homosexuality through a doctrine legitimized by scientists, criminologists, physicians that 
 
64 For a digital archive of Teixidor’s Album of Delinquents at Mexico’s Mediateca Nacional see: 
https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/repositorio/islandora/search/catch_all_fields_mt%3A%22%20Album%20d
e%20delincuentes%22?sort=score%20desc&limit=200  
65 See, Piccato, Pablo. 2003. “Interpretations of Sexuality in Mexico City Prisons: A Critical Version of 
Roumagnac.” In The Famous 41 edited by Robert McKee Irwin et al, 251-266. New York: Palgrave. 
Buffington, Rob. 1997. “Los Jotos: Contested Visions of Homosexuality in Modern Mexico.” In Sex and 
Sexuality in Latin America edited by Daniel Balderston and Donna J. Guy, 118-132. New York: New 




considered homosexuality as contagious and corruptive (Cook 3).  The efforts to criminalize 
homosexuality can be observed in the large body of photographs documenting homosexuals in 
Mexico City prisons, police stations, and apprehended before being sent to perform forced labor 
at the Islas Marías in the 1920s and 1930s.66  Through the forced exile of effeminate 
homosexuals (mostly from lower classes) to the penal colony at Islas Marías, jurists and 
criminologists believed that they would eliminate homosexuality from Mexico City and 
“civilization” and that forced labor would rehabilitate homosexuals.  However, as examined by 
Ryan M. Jones, the “ecological deterministic” foundations of the penal project envisioned to 
rehabilitate homosexuals by the creation of a single sex environment in a rural setting, did not 
eliminate the problems of the urban prisons but instead allowed for socialization and sexual 
contact between the homosexual prisoners (Estamos en todas partes 331).  Prison homosexuality 
would become a central concern for Mexican criminology in the 1930s and 1940s.  For instance, 
Mexican criminologist Raúl Carrancá y Trujillo recommended in the early 1930s the separation 
of homosexual inmates from the rest of the prison population as well as the expansion of 
heterosexual conjugal visits to prevent sexual contact between male inmates (Jones, “Mexican 
Sexology” 238).  Some of the proposed forms of rehabilitation, prevention, and treatment 
methods of homosexuality by criminologists, sexologists, and legal doctors would take center 
stage in their most radical forms after the invitation of Cuban jurist José Agustín Martínez to 
Mexico City in 1946 to present a series of lectures before the Mexican Supreme Court when he 
selected homosexuality as his topic of discussion.   
 
66 Agustín Víctor Casasola, one of the founders of the Casasola Agency was commissioned by the Mexico 
City government to photograph inmates in the prisons of Belén and Lecumberri between 1920 and 1938 
(Lerner 18).  The Casasola Collection also holds a large number of photographs dating to the 1920s and 
1930s documenting homosexuals within judicial settings, and in preparation to be sent to perform forced 
labor at Islas Marías, Mexico’s prison colony located in the coast of the Pacific Ocean.   
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In a series of three talks under the title of El homosexualismo y su tratamiento 
[Homosexuality and its Treatment] that were published in book form the following year, 
Martínez places the homosexuality within a history of perversions and provides alternatives for 
its social treatment, regulation, and rehabilitation.  In his lectures, the criminologist states that 
while homosexuality is not a crime per se, homosexuality and crime are often related since 
homosexuals often frequent places of vice and delinquency (109).  In opposition to the shared 
consensus by other criminologists of the time that proposed the isolation of homosexual inmates 
in the prisons, Martínez considered this practice to be insufficient.  According to the Cuban 
jurist, the insatiable sexuality of the inmates would allow degenerate practices such as 
masturbation and homosexuality to flourish and transcend the prison space (118). Thus, to 
regulate and reform homosexuality, Martinez recommended treatment methods such as the 
separation of homosexuals based on “types,” the expansion of heterosexual conjugal visits, and 
mandatory injections of “male hormones” for homosexual inmates.  Martinez ends his series of 
talks calling for the State to intervene in the containment of homosexuality, declaring that there 
is no better investment of capital than in developing a policy to contain and combat such a 
“plague” (130).  Perhaps the most radical contribution by Martinez to the treatment of 
homosexuality within the prison system was the implementation of hormonal therapies as 
treatment methods (103).  Influenced by the work of Spanish doctor and endocrinologist 
Gregorio Marañón, Martínez argued that homosexuality was an illness caused by hormonal 
imbalances and was therefore not punishable by the law.  In addition to the administration of 
“male hormones” and in some instances the practice of specific surgeries to treat “sexual 
inversion,” Marañón also warned that when demonstrated to be dangerous to society, preventive 
measures of custody and protection constituted the only effective treatment methods against 
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homosexuals (Monsiváis, “Los gays en México” 96).  Although Martínez and Marañón 
expressed that homosexuality was a pathological condition that could not be criminalized and 
therefore proposed treatment methods like the administration of synthetic hormones and surgical 
treatments, both figures considered homosexuality to be a social problem that required active 
State regulation (Guerrero McManus, “Homosexuality, Homophobia, and Biomedical Sciences” 
249).  Although it is unknown if such treatments were implemented in Mexican prisons, the 
proposals by Marañón and Martínez to treat homosexuality changed from imprisonment and 
forced labor to the manipulation of homosexuals’ anatomies and physiological processes through 
biomedical technologies.  Thus, active participation of figures of the criminological, medical, 
and scientific communities influenced the social and political constructions of homosexuality 
and its relationship to criminality demonstrating an epistemic shift in the regulation of 
homosexual bodies from reformatory projects to biomedical interventions.  Nonetheless, as 
stated by Carlos Monsiváis, even though homosexuality has been one of the most discussed 
topics in Mexican penal law, the disciplinary approximations to homosexuality and its treatment 
methods often depended on “torpísimas concepciones médicas, o mejor dicho en la ignorancia de 
los problemas más elementales de patología sexual” [Very clumsy medical conceptions, or better 
said on the ignorance of the most elemental issues of sexual pathology] (“Los gays en México” 
95-96).   
Thus, by the 1950s, homosexuality had emerged as a central concern for Mexican 
criminology.  As described by Ian Lumsden in his foundational study Homosexuality, Society, 
and the State in Mexico (1991), in 1959 Ernesto Uruchurtu, nicknamed the “Iron Regent” of 
Mexico City, began a period of intensive raids that actively persecuted homosexuals and targeted 
their places of gathering (77).  These police practices would be implemented by Uruchurtu after 
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the murder of Mercedes Casasola and her bisexual lover Ycillio at a bar frequented by 
homosexuals, utilizing this incident as a justification for increased vigilance from police 
authorities and for the closure of homosexual places of socialization like bars, saunas, and 
restaurants under the pretext of public safety (Jones, Estamos en todas partes 362).  The 
importance of criminology as a discipline would gain further credibility with the foundation of 
Mexico’s Instituto de Capacitación Criminalística [Institute for Criminalist Training] in 1962, a 
year before the first issue of Alarma! appeared in Mexico’s newsstands. Considering Uruchurto’s 
tenure as Mexico City’s regent from 1952 to 1966, it is likely that he may have played a role in 
the foundation of the institute.  Since its institution, the Instituto de Capacitación Criminalística 
revealed a close affinity to biomedicine as a central discipline in the legitimization of 
criminology as demonstrated by the institute’s first director, human geneticist Alfonso Quiroz 
Cuarón now considered the father of Mexican criminology (Guerrero McManus, 
“Homosexuality, Homophobia, and Biomedical Sciences” 249).  As examined by Siobhan 
Guerrero McManus, the creation of the institute had the objective of popularizing criminology 
through the creation of a magazine (though never published) and by providing regular classes on 
diverse topics ranging from psychology and civil duty, to law and personal defense.  While the 
classes were intended for policemen, the inaugural lectures of the institute that discussed 
homosexuality, attracted prominent psychiatrists from Mexico and Spain who were eager to 
learn about professional legal medicine, social legal medicine, and judicial legal medicine 
(“Homosexuality, Homophobia, and Biomedical Sciences” 249).  The centrality of 
homosexuality for the development of Mexican criminology can also be identified in the creation 
of judicial legal medicine as one of its branches that was concerned with sexology, sexual 
desires, and perversions, that recommended the imprisonment of homosexuals for therapeutic 
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purposes (Guerrero McManus, “Re-trazos de una historia” 70).  Therefore, the institute was the 
result of collective concerns by criminologists, medical specialists, and State institutions that 
emerged in the first half of the twentieth century that perceived homosexuality as a social 
problem.67  Thus, the creation of the Instituto de Capacitación Criminalística stresses the central 
role of biomedicine and its homophobic foundations for the development of criminology and its 
regulatory attitude towards homosexuality in Mexico.  As a result, Mexican criminology became 
a State apparatus comprised by diverse disciplines concerned with the regulation of 
homosexuality.  Moreover, it is likely that Uruchurtu’s policies on persecuting homosexuals 
continued through the 1970s now justified under the Instituto de Capacitación Criminalistica and 
the Mexican Dirty War’s repressive practices towards social, political, and sexual dissidence.  
Therefore, we can conclude that Mujercitos’ appearance on the pages of Alarma! in the decade 
of the 1970s is the symptom and result of a historical project guided by criminology and 
biomedicine that aimed at regulating homosexual bodies and their desires.  As a result, the 
consolidation of criminology not only established the conditions for the persecution of 
Mujercitos morally but also criminally.  Nonetheless, the criminological projects to regulate, 
reform, and at times even “cure” homosexuality from the end of the nineteenth century to the 
mid twentieth century, were insufficient to control homosexual subjects who became more 
visible in public spheres as demonstrated by the phenomenon of Alarma!’s Mujercitos.  
 
67 See, Jones, Ryan M. 2018. “Mexican Sexology and Male Homosexuality: Genealogies and Global 
Contexts, 1860-1957.” In A Global History of Sexual Science, 1880-1960 ed. Veronika Fuechtner et al. 




Figure 13: Alarma!, “Mujercitos,” 1975. Hemeroteca Nacional de México, Mexico City, Mexico. 
 The permeation of criminological discourses in nota roja magazines can be observed in 
the stories and photographs of Mujercitos who consistently appeared throughout the 1970s and 
follow the conventions of criminal photography.  Although the depictions of these subjects 
appear under the apprehension of the police, the photographic documents simultaneously allude 
to the Mujercitos’ forms of socialization and cultural practices.  For instance, in 1979, Alarma! 
published a story reporting on a group of Mujercitos [Fig. 13], from Orizaba, Veracruz who had 
been arrested by the police during a beauty pageant called “Señorita Orizaba 1979.”  Although 
the final photographs follow the mugshot format of criminal photography that inscribe an aura of 
criminality to these subjects, the same document naturalizes their gender expressions.  Unlike the 
homosexual prisoners in Teixidor’s Album of Delinquents who are presented in oval shaped 
portraits who gaze directly at the assumed prison photographer as a form of submission, 
Mujercitos appear to utilize their gaze strategically as a gesture of defiance and agency.  For 
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example, while “La Sasha Montenegro” looks straightforward at the viewer, “La Rarotonga” 
looks away from the viewer with a subtle smile.  In the case of the Mujercitos’ mugshots, their 
advertised masculine identity is visually challenged by the appropriation of cultural signifiers 
associated with femininity.  However, one of the most striking similarities between the 
photographic archives of nineteenth century homosexual inmates and those of Mujercitos is the 
reliance on textual inscriptions as a way to convey and legitimize the identity of the 
photographed subjects as homosexuals and effeminate criminals.  Nonetheless, unlike the 
nineteenth century homosexual inmates, Alarma! appears to privilege the feminine construction 
of Mujercitos by simply addressing them by their aliases.  Even though the names of the 
Mujercitos remain in quotation marks, suggesting a sense of inauthenticity, it could be argued 
that the aliases, self-imposed names that express aspects of Mujercitos personalities and self-
identifications can in fact be more representative for their subjective positions than their official 
names.  This textual inscription, meant to mark the photographed Mujercitos as deviates, can in 
fact be conceived as a gesture of performative self-preservation; while the aliases are advertised 
as artifice and are used as means to ridicule Mujercitos, the same act materializes and circulates 
Mujercitos’ visual construction for whom it reinforces their idealized feminine expressions.  
Moreover, by condemning sexual and gender difference through the cases of Mujercitos with the 
aid of photography, Alarma! not only documents diverse forms of homosexual femininity, but 
also circulates and naturalizes their existence throughout Mexico.  As examined by Kevin 
Coleman, photographs are not innocent and do not precede ideology, therefore only in rare 
instances the photographed subjects can subvert the structures acting upon them by transforming 
their position into something positively new (486).  Thus, Mujercitos are a testament of the 
resistance of marginalized homosexuals in Mexico who unapologetically present themselves 
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through diverse forms of feminine subjectivities.  While Mujercitos’ circulation on Alarma! 
could be interpreted as the continuation of the fascination, public scrutiny, and criminalization of 
effeminate men in the popular press since the Ball of the 41, the social, political, and biomedical 
environment in which Mujercitos emerge differs greatly.  Nonetheless, Mujercitos of Alarma! 
are a rich testament of the diverse experiences and embodiments of homosexualities in Mexico 
while tabloid photographs document their struggles, victories, and creative modes of resistance.  
For instance, the proposed criminological recommendations of hormonal treatments to 
rehabilitate and cure imprisoned homosexuals, would become an instrument through which 
Mujercitos themselves would defy the regulatory practices and categorization of homosexuals 
based on anatomical examinations.  As I will now discuss, the institutionalization of criminology 
and their reliance on biomedical technologies intended to regulate and enforce gender 
normativity and sexual dimorphism provided Mujercitos with “soft technologies” (Preciado, 
“Pharmaco-Pornographic Politics” 110) that allowed them to mold new forms individual and 
collective subject positions while making explicit the fictional nature of the body’s permanence. 
Home Delivered Gender and Synthetic Sexuality 
 
  The phenomenon of Mujercitos has received critical attention with important 
contributions by Susana Vargas Cervantes and Cuauhtémoc Medina.  These studies, however, 
primarily discuss Mujercitos’ agency in the photographic documents overlooking the 
significance of Alarma! as its mode of circulation.  In various studies, Vargas Cervantes and 
Medina have examined Mujercitos’ ability to subvert the regulatory nature of the photographic 
gaze through strategic poses, gazes, and garments to materialize idealized feminine identities 
(Vargas Cervantes 2011: Vargas Cervantes 2014: Medina 2014).  These forms of embodied 
femininity by Mujercitos are also forms of racialized performances through which these 
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marginalized subjects attempt to reclaim spaces and social status associated with whiteness.  
According to Susana Vargas Cervantes, in the postcolonial pigmentocratic sociocultural system 
of Mexico, questions of subjective intelligibility of homosexual subjects must take into account 
the relationship between skin tonality as a critical factor in accessing economic opportunities and 
social capital (“Alarma!” 556).  As marginalized and darker skin subjects who often recurred to 
sex work as a form of self-sufficiency, Mujercitos’ photographic agency is enacted through poses 
and gestures that aspire to occupy discursive spaces reserved for upper class white femininity as 
articulated by aristocratic women and film stars who inspire their poses (554).  Therefore, even 
though the photograph’s official function was to ridicule and control Mujercitos through their 
identification that would facilitate their future arrests, their strategic poses and the complicity of 
the photographer becomes a disidentificatory practice that allows them to materialize their 
desired feminine expressions (Muñoz, Disidentifications 4).  Moreover, although the 
photographs and textual annotations intended to present Mujercitos as sick, immoral, and 
perverted, the photographic medium simultaneously enables Mujercitos to exhibit themselves not 
as a singular representation of homosexuality, but rather, as performing and embodying diverse 
forms of sexualized and seductive femininity.  Nonetheless, the relationship between 
photographer and the erotized depictions of Mujercitos on the pages of Alarma! are intrinsically 
related to practices of ethnopornography.68   
 
68 See, Pete Sigal, Zeb Tortorici, and Neil L. Whitehead (eds.). 2020. Ethnopornography: Sexuality, 




Figure 14: Alarma!, “Degenerados “Mujercitos” venden amor y sucias caricias!” [Degenerate 
“Mujercitos” Sell Love and Dirty Caresses!]. October 1st, 1975. Hemeroteca Nacional de México, Mexico 
City, Mexico. 
 
Although the photographic depictions of sexualized and eroticized Mujercitos assumed a 
documentary function supported by written accounts that attempt to depict them as immoral, 
deceitful, and criminal subjects, the final reports become active sites for the negotiation of erotic 
and sexual desire.  These practices allude to modern ethnographic practices through which 
anthropologists documented and circulated Non-Western subjects and their social, communal, 
and sexual practices under the presumption of scientific observations and documentary practices.  
While these photographs were inscribed with sociological and anthropological legitimacy, the 
same documents often exposed ethnopornographic practices that unveiled the photographer’s 
desires towards individuals considered exotic, erotic, or sexually desirable (Sigal 509).  Although 
the practice of ethnopornography is a recurrent practice in the construction of Mujercitos, these 
practices become more explicit when addressing Mujercitos who are clearly presented as sexual 
objects of desire through their partially exposed bodies.  This practice can be explicitly observed 
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on the cover of the 648th number of Alarma! [Fig. 14] published in 1975, that displays the main 
story under the title of “Degenerate “Mujercitos” They Sell Love and Dirty Caresses! With 
Silicones They Shape Themselves! More Feminine than Many Ladies!.”  In the report, the author 
condemns the Mujercitos and their profession as sex workers in Mexico City.  However, the 
author also reveals a clear fascination towards Mujercitos when expressing that their bodies and 
movements are to be desired by first class vedettes.  The cover of the magazine presents a series 
of photographs of Mujercitos posing for the camera situated in different contexts while the two 
most prominent photographs depict Mario Hernández laughing while José García gazes directly 
at the camera.  The spectral figure of the legal doctor appears once again in this story when the 
author declares that even “experts” are fooled by these Mujercitos’ feminine bodies.  However, 
the most suggestive part of the chronicle is the author’s assertion that Mujercitos’ shape their 
desirable bodies through “silicones,” and are even capable of appearing “more feminine than 
many ladies.”  I believe this case study reflects the active modes of defiance by Mujercitos 
amidst the institutional homophobia enacted by the criminological and medical sciences that play 
out in the pages of Alarma! under the assumption that Mujercitos are deceitful men disguised in 
women’s clothing.  The photograph of García, presents the Mujercito with a low-cut blouse that 
exposes a prominent bust that according to the author “would be desired by many models.”  
García thus becomes a defiant body that challenges the seemingly natural categories of sexual 




      
Figure 15: Alarma!, “Hidro Sen.” 1973, and “Nueva crema hormonal aumenta su busto” [Hormonal 
Lotion Augments Your Bust], 1976. Hemeroteca Nacional de México, Mexico City, Mexico.  
The social anxieties produced by the possibility of Mujercitos’ anatomical 
transformations through the appropriation of technologies like “sex hormones” that challenge the 
heteronormative and biomedical comprehensions of anatomical sexual dimorphism, are also 
identifiable in the pages of Alarma!.  During my archival research at the Hemeroteca Nacional de 
México, I noticed a pattern not only in the growing presence of Mujercitos during the 1970s but 
also the recurrent advertisements for products that would reinforce the heteronormative, 
biomedical, and criminological positions on sexual dimorphism [Fig. 15].  For instance, in 1973 
the pages of Alarma! displayed an ad for “Hidro Sen,” a product described as a toning device 
that massages a woman’s bust to stimulate sanguineous circulation that would provoke the 
regeneration of the mammary glands to develop a “Sensational Bust.”  According to the ad, with 
this product women would not be required to take any drugs, use lotions or endure “dangerous 
injections.”  Three years later, Alarma! published an ad for a lotion under the slogan “New 
Hormone Cream Augments Your Bust.”  Under the description, the seller states that with their 
product thousands of women have developed a bigger, rounder, and more harmonious busts.  
100 
 
During the same period, Alarma!’s advertisement sections also presented exercise equipment and 
exercise regiments [Fig 16] to help men develop “impressive muscles in a short time.”  
Throughout the 1970s, Alarma! presented ads for similar products that promised the achievement 
of corporeal transformations for both men and women.  Regardless of the effectiveness of such 
products, I would suggest that based on the previous discussion of the advertised products, 
Alarma! demonstrates awareness (and active participation) in the shifting understandings of the 
material boundaries of gender and sexuality.  While it may be argued that the inclusion of such 
advertisements in Alarma! are reflective of the expansion of consumerist culture in Mexico, I 
would argue that their inclusion reveals the pharmacopornographic landscape of Mexico in the 
1970s.69  Moreover, these products serve the function of maintaining and reinforcing the beliefs 
of sexual dimorphism encouraged by Mexican criminology and biomedical sciences that is 
explicitly challenged by one of Alarma’s most popular reports, that of Mujercitos. 
 
69 In addition to products promising the normative reinforcement of gender through the exaggeration of 
sexual dimorphism, the products advertised in Alarma! were regularly sold by companies in the United 
States.  During my research I also encountered advertisements of products like sexological manuals for 
men and women that included photographs and recommendations to improve their sexual experiences.  
Similarly, ads from a company located in San Diego, California advertised magazines, aphrodisiacs, 
movies, and “artificial organs” that would improve the reader’s sexual adventures.  Although the ad does 
not specify the contents of such materials, I would suggest that the magazines and films advertised were 
of pornographic nature while the “artificial organs” could be references to sex toys like dildos.  These 
practices reinforce my assertion that pharmacopornography has been a central regime in the consolidation 
of gender, sexuality, and desire in modern Mexico. 
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Figure 16: Alarma!, “Advertisements for exercise Routines,” 1970s. Hemeroteca Nacional de México, 
Mexico City, Mexico. 
 Moreover, I would go further and suggest that the references to hormones (assumed to be 
“feminine” sex hormones) in Alarma! are the result of the constant appearance of Mujercitos on 
its pages since the early sixties.  Thus, Mujercitos’ presence in Alarma! had a critical role in the 
popularization of “hormones” as a new and consumable product, but most importantly, as a tool 
that defied the seemingly natural assumptions of primary and secondary sexual characteristics.  
This can be identified in the descriptions for Hidro Sen and the unnamed hormone cream when it 
is mentioned that these products are not dangerous or intrusive like other practices such as 
injections and plastic surgery.  Given the fact that these products are targeting assumed female 
audiences, it is suggestive that the ads refer to practices such as injections and plastic surgery to 
feminize the body.  To the best of my knowledge, practices involving hormonal treatments and 
injections to heighten sexual dimorphism were not administered (or at least advertised) to female 
subjects.  Thus, the advertisements speak to an ideal buyer who is aware of the existence of such 
intrusive practices and leads one to wonder if some of those consumers could be Mujercitos 
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themselves.  Thus, I would argue that these references to surgeries or hormonal treatments refer 
to the practices used by Mujercitos that were reported by Alarma! as early as its sixth number 
published 1963.  In a report presented in the magazine, the author discusses how in the Paris of 
the time it was common for homosexuals to undergo plastic surgery, hormone injections, beauty 
treatments, and paraffin injections as procedures to form “curves” to make themselves “more 
womanly or less manly.”  The conception of a spectrum to measure the degrees of masculinity 
and femininity in subjects is reminiscent of the scientific constructions of sexual dimorphism 
based on anatomical markers that develop from an initial “bisexual state.”  Moreover, with the 
first recognized sex-reassignment treatment dating to 1970 that took place in Mexico City’s 
Hospital General, the plasticity of gender and sexuality was explicitly legitimized under official 
medical settings.70  However, as I examine in chapter one, the fist-documented case of a sex-
reassignment treatment in the country took place 17 years earlier, inaugurating a practice that 
was often performed clandestinely. 
 To conclude, Mujercitos’ bodily experimentations with hormonal treatments that were 
initially recommended by criminologists during the first half of the twentieth century to treat 
homosexuality were appropriated as tools of resistance.  As examined by Paul B. Preciado, the 
category of gender emerged under the biotechnical discourses of the late 1940s and was used to 
speak of the possibility to technologically modify unclassifiable bodies through hormones and 
surgery, according to medical criteria based on anatomical and chromosomal examinations.  As a 
result, gender emerged as synthetic, malleable, susceptible to being transferred and produced 
through “gender programming” (“Pharmaco-Pornographic Politics”112) allowing individual 
subjects to engage with technologies to develop their own gender and sexual identities.  
 
70 See, Museo Memoria y Tolerancia. 2018. LGBT+. Identidad, amor y sexualidad. Mexico City:  
Museo Memoria y Tolerancia 
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Mujercitos’ bodily and visual construction thus becomes an act of social defiance through the 
strategic appropriation of gender, in their case femininity, in processes of subjectivization that 
transgressed the medical and criminological logics of fixed gendered, and sexed anatomies.  
Moreover, considering that the 1970s saw the institutionalization of sexology in Mexico whose 
practitioners privileged hegemonic naturalist visions and scientific perspectives on sex over 
poststructuralist approaches to gender and sexual identities (Alcántara and Szasz 28), Mujercitos 
adopted their own forms of gender malleability that actively defied the biomedical and 
criminological authorities that attempted to regulate their bodies and identities. Thus, Mujercitos 
circulation in 1970s Alarma! does not only reflect the persecution of homosexuals during the 
decade, but also highlights the appropriation of regulatory technologies aimed to reinforce 
normative anatomical and sexual dimorphism as tools of self-expression and resistance.  
Through their bodies, Mujercitos expose the complexity of human gender and sexuality by 
embracing seemingly contradictory logics.  The bodies of Mujercitos such as Ricardo Salinas 
Linares and José García that were discussed in this chapter demonstrate that modern human 
sexuality and gender expressions are both natural and artificial (Guerrero McManus, “Las 
sexualidades naturales” 55), destabilizing the medical, criminological, and popular beliefs of the 
body as naturally sexed and gendered matter.  As a result, Mujercitos of Alarma! are an 
important testament of the growing persecution of homosexuality during the second half of the 
twentieth century under the criminological, biomedical, and sexological discourses of their time, 
but most importantly how through their adopted anatomical and gender identities they defied the 
authority of such disciplines by exposing their epistemological limitations that derived from the 
assumptions of natural and consistent gendered and sexed bodies. 





In this chapter, I have examined how the regular circulation of Mujercitos in Alarma!, 
Mexico’s most influential crime tabloid magazine during the 1960s and 1970s reveals historical 
anxieties and fascination towards Mexican homosexualities, and their relationship criminology 
and biomedicine.  As a recurrent and arguably a central component of Alarma!’s contents, 
Mujercitos’ bodies and feminine gender expressions were sites of visual examination and 
scrutiny at the hands of trained professionals to convey to the readers that their gender 
expressions were immoral and even criminal.  Through practices of undressing or forcing 
Mujercitos to wear men’s clothes at the time of apprehension by the police before being 
photographed by Alarma!’s reporters, the magazine and the police forces worked together to 
apprehend and scrutinize Mujercitos and diverse forms of homosexualities.  Although the 
practice of undressing Mujercitos was meant to expose their assumed masculine anatomies 
hidden under their feminine appearances, these practices would at times be explicitly disputed 
when the bodies revealed female gendered anatomies resulting from hormonal treatments.  
Therefore, Mujercitos became sources of danger not only because of their non-normative gender 
expressions, but also because their self-constructed anatomies and external appearances 
popularized femininity as a plastic and consumable product through the use of hormones that 
could lead them to become even more feminine than women themselves.  The documentation of 
Mujercitos at the hands of the police, their self-eroticized depictions, and their feminine gender 
expressions mediated by biomedical technologies like synthetic hormones, document an 
important period in the development of effeminate homosexual communities in Mexico like 
transgender, transsexual, and travestis.  Although marginalized from canonical genealogies of 
LGBT histories in Mexico that allude to the 1970s as a critical decade for the political 
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organization of the Homosexual Liberation Movement, I believe the history of Mujercitos in 
Alarma! establishes a critical precedent.   
In 1975, a group of influential writers, activists, and public intellectuals published a 
manifesto now considered the earliest public statement in defense of homosexuals against police 
oppression.  Under the title of “Contra la práctica del ciudadano como botín policiaco” the 
statement written by Luis González de Alba and edited by Nancy Cárdenas and Carlos 
Monsiváis, denounced the abuse of authority by the police body that actively targeted 
homosexuals and their places of gathering to extort and at times physically abuse them.  The 
manifesto signed by influential figures like Juan Rulfo, Elena Poniatowska, José Revueltas, and 
José Joaquín Blanco brought public attention to the common persecutions of homosexuals by the 
police in the context of the Dirty War.  As I examine in the following chapter, the oppression of 
homosexuals by State forces and institutions would become central motives for the first public 
demonstrations of Mexico’s Frente Homosexual de Acción Revolucionaria three years after the 
publication of the manifesto.  In addition to the dozens of figures of the intellectual, 
entertainment, and activist circles who signed the manifesto, the psychology faculty from 
Mexico’s National Autonomous University (UNAM) also collectively signed the manifesto.  
While the collective of psychologists was part of the university union that shared a leftist 
political position and can explain their support for the manifesto, the presence of psychology and 
psychologists in the first manifesto defending homosexuals in Mexico is particularly suggestive 
to me.  Taking into account the historical context of the 1970s, in which psychology and 
psychiatry became prominent disciplines in categorizing, diagnosing, and treating 
homosexuality, these disciplines would also become sites of critical intervention by the activists 
conforming the different contingents of the Homosexual Liberation Movement.  This leads me to 
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wonder: why were psychologists at the nation’s most respected university fighting for the 
protection of homosexuals? and most importantly, did they consider their medical practices and 




Chapter 3: Misdiagnosis and Self-Medication: Psychopharmacology, 
Antipsychiatry, and Medical Technologies in Early Gay Mexican Narrative 
 
“me acuerdo de una de esas veces en que me sentía muy mal y que fui a ver al siquiatra y le dije 
que me iba a morir entonces me puso ahí en el expediente yo lo vi  puso “víctima 
de hipocondriasis ataque de hipocondriasis” entonces fue cuando descubrí que yo era 
hipocondriaco y a partir de aquella vez estuve seguro durante mucho tiempo de que era 
hipocondríaco” (Zapata 199). 
 
[“i remember one of those times when i felt real awful and i went to see the psychiatrist and told 
him i was gonna die anyhow he put down there in my file i saw it  he wrote 
“victim of hypochondria attacks of hypochondria” that’s when i discovered i was 
hypochondriac and from that time i was convinced for a long time that i was a 
hypochondriac ”] (Zapata & Lacey 180-181).71 
 
Luis Zapata, El vampiro de la colonia Roma, 1979.  
 
“...los médicos aun viendo las radiografías no creen que yo Adrián Santamaría Núñez tenga un 
feto vivo en mis intestinos…” (Calva 12). 
 
[“…even the physicians who see the sonograms cannot believe that I Adrián Santamaría Núñez 
have a fetus in my intestines…”].72 
 
José Rafael Calva, Utopía Gay, 1984. 
 
 On September 22, 1978, Fernando Esquivel, activist and central figure of Mexico’s 
Frente Homosexual de Acción Revolucionaria (Homosexual Front for Homosexual Action, 
FHAR) presented a lecture titled “Un punto de vista sexo-político sobre la homosexualidad” [“A 
Sex-Political Perspective on Homosexuality] in front of the participants of the “II Encuentro de 
la Red Nuevas Alternativas para la Psiquiatría” [Second Assembly of the New Alternatives for 
Psychiatry Network].  In his talk, Esquivel addressed the role of institutions like the church, 
family, and school in upholding ‘normativity’ as a regulatory and oppressive discourse that 
 
71 The English citations used in this chapter are derived from the 1981 translation of Zapata’s novel by 
A.E. Lacey titled, Adonis García: A Picaresque Novel.  If further clarifications are required due to 
translation and linguistic nuances, I present additional English translations in parenthesis.  
 
72 English translations of Calva’s novel are my own unless otherwise specified.  
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politically and socially marginalized homosexuals in Mexico.  In his intervention the activist also 
proposed the appropriation of ‘homosexuality’ as a political and communicative label that would 
reject the medical, psychiatric, and criminological associations of homosexuals as pathological, 
perverse, and potential criminals (Argüello Pazmiño 37).  Through references to the 
contributions by psychotherapists and psychoanalysts like Alexander Lowen, Wilhelm Reich, 
and Fritz Perls, Esquivel positioned his intervention within a critical history of homosexuality by 
mental health specialists establishing direct dialogue with figures that would resonate with the 
attendees (37).  Two weeks after the conference, a small coalition of homosexual, lesbian, and 
travesti activists under the name of Frente Homosexual de Acción Revolucionaria (FHAR) 
marched on the streets of Mexico City to express their discontent with the social, political, and 
medical oppression of homosexuals in Mexico.  This public intervention in which Esquivel likely 
participated, was the first public demonstration of the Homosexual Liberation Movement in 
Mexico and inaugurated a period of organized militant homosexual activism which condemned 
the oppression of homosexuals at the hands of the police, State institutions, and medical 
professionals.  
In this chapter I examine Luis Zapata’s El vampiro de la colonia roma [Adonis García: A 
Picaresque Novel] (1979) and José Rafael Calva’s Utopía gay [Gay Utopia] (1984), two novels 
that were written in conjunction to the political organization and public demonstrations of 
Mexico’s Frente Homosexual de Acción Revolucionaria during the second half of the 1970s.  I 
examine how these works engage with the political ambitions of the Homosexual Liberation 
Movement and their critiques of the growing authority of medical and scientific disciplines and 
their oppression of homosexuals.  My analysis of Zapata’s El vampiro de la colonia Roma 
examines the protagonist’s history with psychiatric treatments, pharmaceutical drugs, and his 
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practices of self-medication to defy the psychiatric profession’s growing reliance on 
psychopharmacology as the standard practice to treat mental illness.  Moreover, through 
“antipsychiatric” interventions, Adonis, the protagonist of the novel challenges his psychiatric 
diagnosis as a hypochondriac by developing his own treatment methods that allow him to heal 
outside the psychiatric settings defying the discipline’s logics of diagnosis, treatment, and 
prognosis.  Furthermore, with the diagnosis of Adonis as a hypochondriac, an elusive medical 
condition that defies the scientific bases and positivist logics of modern medicine, Zapata 
disputes the authority of psychiatry as a scientific discipline capable of defining homosexuality 
as a mental illness.  In the case of Utopía gay, I examine the role of medical and scientific 
technologies as mediating devices in diagnosing a case of male pregnancy, and how Adrián, the 
pregnant protagonist criticizes the growing influence of technologically mediated medical 
practices that have led physicians to lose authority within their own disciplines.  Moreover, 
through the medical skepticism to accept Adrian’s pregnancy after undergoing technologically 
mediated diagnostic methods materialized in the form of a sonogram that confirms it, the author 
presents the complex relationships between individual subjectivity and biotechnological 
mediations in medical settings.  Moreover, I argue that through the recurrent critiques of 
medicine and its presumption of scientific foundations, Calva presents medicine and science as 
historically and culturally specific.  In the form of internal dialogues of Adrián, Calva provides 
diverse critical genealogies of the history of science that expose the epistemological limitations 
of scientific practices that are culturally specific to express that while scientific disciplines and 
methodologies have evolved drastically over time, diverse forms of homosexualities have existed 
continuously throughout history situating homosexuality as a natural human condition regardless 
of its medical diagnosis.  Although Luis Zapata’s El vampiro de la colonia Roma and José 
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Rafael Calva’s Utopía gay present two different visions of homosexuality, both authors share a 
common interest in challenging medical and scientific authorities by exposing their limitations, 
biases, and forms of oppression.  Thus, in this chapter I demonstrate how these two works reflect 
and critically engage with technological, scientific, and medical developments to challenge the 
pathological constructions of homosexuality.   
Gay Mexican Narrative: Between the Cold and Dirty Wars 
 
Genealogies of the Homosexual Liberation Movement in Mexico have noted that since its 
emergence, the movement has relied on building coalitions with other human rights groups that 
were protesting the authoritarian and oppressive practices of the State, the police, and 
paramilitary groups towards subjects considered dissident or socially deviant (Grinnell 74).73  
The union between activist and political organizations with shared aspirations for social 
liberation and civil recognition were often aligned with leftist militant groups who condemned 
authoritarianism in a collective fight for democratic values.  In this political context, the Frente 
Homosexual de Acción Revolucionaria, named after the French Front homosexuel d'action 
révolutionnaire founded in 1971 known for its radical politics, began to organize and intervene in 
public and political spaces to express their demands rooted in leftist internationalism.  The 
group's early affiliation with leftist politics is demonstrated with their first two demonstrations in 
1978, the first on July 26th in support of the Cuban revolution, and the second on October 2nd 
marking the 10th anniversary of the Tlatelolco massacre.  The last incident became a turning 
 
73 See, Díez, Jordi. 2011. “La trayectoria política del movimiento Lésbico-Gay en México.” Estudios 
Sociológicos. 29(86): 687-712. Grinnell, Lucinda. 2012. “Intolerable Subjects: Moralizing Politics, 
Economic Austerity, and Lesbian Gay Activism in Mexico City, 1982-1985.” Radical History Review, 
112(2012): 89-99. De la Dehesa, Rafael. 2010. Queering the Public Sphere in Mexico and Brazil: Sexual 





point for national discontent towards the oppressive and violent practices by the Mexican State 
towards its social and political oppositions that would continue during the so-called “Dirty 
War.”74  While these histories demonstrate the political philosophy of the FHAR and their 
strategic organization to strengthen their social and political demands, it is necessary to further 
examine the role of scientific and medical disciplines and their oppressive practices towards 
homosexuals for the overall conception and eventual public and political emergence of the 
contingents that comprised the Mexican Homosexual Liberation Movement at the end of the 
1970s. 
The lecture by Fernando Esquivel defending homosexuality in front of mental health 
professionals is reflective of the growing politization of homosexuality in Mexico at the end of 
the decade, and of the direct interventions by activists in medical spaces to denounce their 
systemic oppressions.  In the 1970s disciplines like medicine, psychology, and psychiatry had 
gained influence and authority under the premises of their scientific foundations in determining 
or rejecting diagnoses of homosexuality as a mental illness, pathology, or abnormality.  Thus, 
activists realized that they needed to develop coherent discourses that utilized scientific 
arguments to strengthen their demands for civil and political recognition (Argüello Pazmiño 36-
37).  By the end of the decade, LGBT activists in Mexico began to infiltrate public and political 
debates through specific interventions to challenge and redefine their identities, in spaces like the 
popular media, and medical settings (de la Dehesa 8).  These interventions were the result of the 
debates within activist and intellectual circles earlier in the decade on the social, political, and 
medical influences in the construction and stigmatization of homosexuality in Mexico.  
 
74 See, Keller, Renata. 2015. Mexico's Cold War: Cuba, the United States, and the Legacy of the Mexican 
Revolution. New York: Cambridge University Press. Pensado, Jaime. 2013. Rebel Mexico: Student Unrest 
and Authoritarian Political Culture During the Long Sixties. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 
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According to Sofía Argüello Pazmiño as early as 1971, two years after the Stonewall Riots, the 
politicization of the movement began through the organization of “awareness groups” in which 
influential figures like Carlos Monsiváis, Nancy Cárdenas, and Luis Prieto participated (37).  
Through their “awareness groups” early homosexual and lesbian activists and intellectuals 
recognized of the importance of scientific, medical, and psychiatric disciplines in shaping and 
pathologizing homosexualities.  Therefore, Fernando Esquivel’s talk presents an early case study 
that demonstrates the evolution of the Homosexual Liberation Movement in Mexico and its 
critical engagement with medical knowledge, in his case psychiatry, to defy their regulation of 
homosexual bodies. 
In conjunction to the public demonstrations of the Frente Homosexual de Acción 
Revolucionaria at the end of the 1970s, the first cases of literary works by gay authors were 
written and published in Mexico.  For instance, the same year that the FHAR organized their first 
Parade of Homosexual Pride [Marcha del Orgullo Homosexual], Luis Zapata published El 
vampiro de la colonia roma (1979), novel that received significant attention and praise from 
critics and publics alike quickly becoming a bestseller and is now considered a foundational 
work of Mexican “gay literature.”  Through the perspective of a 25-year-old gay hustler named 
Adonis, El vampiro presents the protagonist’s adventures, misfortunes, and dreams as he works 
and navigates Mexico City.75  Since its publication in 1979, El vampiro de la colonia Roma has 
received significant critical attention with a particular interest in the novel’s reflection of the 
emerging politicized homosexual subjects in Mexico City at the end of the 1970s, their forms of 
 
75 In the first edition Zapata’s work was published with the title of Las aventuras, desventuras y sueños de 
Adonis García, el vampiro de la colonia Roma.  In 1981, Zapata’s novel was translated to English by E. 
A. Lacey under the title of Adonis García: A Picaresque Novel.  Over the decades, reeditions would 




socialization, their social conditions, and their systematic forms of oppression.76  Nonetheless, 
literary criticism has also addressed the documentary function of the novel in detailing the 
political economies of the homosexual body, the urban networks of sexual pleasure, and 
processes of community formation among homosexual subjects.77  In terms of form, critics have 
examined the novel’s use of camp aesthetics, the influence of the picaresque novel and aesthetics 
of La onda generation, as well as the author’s engagement with experimental writing techniques 
like orality, fragmentation, and technological mediations.78  In terms of cultural significance, 
literary and cultural critic Rodrigo Laguarda describes El vampiro de la colonia Roma as a “text 
of transition” because the novel presents aspects associated with traditional views of Mexican 
homosexuality while simultaneously articulating modern features associated with the emerging 
gay identities and their cultural practices (180).  In contrast, José Rafael Calva’s Utopía gay 
(1983) has received significantly less critical attention while the author and his literary work 
 
76 See, Laguarda, Rodrigo. 2007. “El vampiro de la colonia Roma: literatura e identidad gay en México. 
Takwa, 11-12(2007): 173-192. Anzaldo-González, Demetrio. 2003. Género y ciudad en la novela 
Mexicana. Ciudad Juárez, Mexico: Universidad Autónoma de Ciudad Juárez. 
 
77 See, Medina, Alberto. 2008. “El vampiro de la colonia Roma o la utopía suplantada.” Revista 
Canadiense de Estudios Hispánicos, 32(3): 507-521. Schulenburg, Chris T. 2010. “El vampiro de la 
colonia Roma: Mexico City’s Maps and Gaps.” Chasqui, 39(2): 85-98. Evar Strid, John. 2016. “La 
interpretación de género en El vampiro de la colonia Roma.” Literatura y Lingüística, 35(2016): 179-196. 
Ruiz, Bladimir. 1999. “Prostitución y homosexualidad: Interpelaciones desde el margen El vampiro de la 
colonia Roma de Luis Zapata.” Revista Iberoamericana, LXV(187): 327-339. Schneider, Luis Mario. 
1997. La novela mexicana entre el petróleo, la homosexualidad y la política. Mexico City: Nueva 
Imágen. 
 
78 Westmoreland, Maurice. 1995. “Camp in the Works of Luis Zapata.” Modern Languages Studies, 
25(2): 45-59. Covarrubias, Alicia. 1994. “El vampiro de la colonia Roma de Luis Zapata: La nueva 
picaresca y el reportaje ficticio.” Revista de crítica literaria latinoamericana, 20(39): 183-197. Gutiérrez, 
León Guillermo. 2012. “Sesenta años del cuento mexicano de temática gay.” Anales de Literatura 
Hispanoamericana, 41(2012): 277-296. Torres-Ortíz, Víctor F. 1996. “Transgresión y ruptura en la 
narrativa de Luis Zapata.” PhD Dissertation. Albuquerque: The University of New Mexico.  Trejo 




remains marginal within Mexican genealogies of homosexual and gay literatures.79  In his novel, 
Calva presents the story of a middle-class gay couple: Carlos, a depoliticized university 
philosophy professor who participated in the 1968 student movement and his partner, Adrián, 
who mysteriously finds out he is pregnant.  Although Utopía gay has received significantly less 
attention, scholars have examined the author’s use of intertextuality and fantasy, the use of 
humor, and the role of utopic discourses in imagining alternative homosexual futures.80   
Although Luis Zapata’s El vampiro de la colonia Roma and José Rafael Calva’s Utopía 
gay present two different visions of homosexuality, it is important to point out that the novels 
were completed less than a year apart under a climate of growing politicization of homosexuality 
in Mexico as reflected the emergence of the Frente Homosexual de Acción Revolucionaria.81  
The publication of Luis Zapata’s El vampiro two years after its completion was the result of the 
author’s recognition with the Juan Grijalbo Prize, award granted by one of the most respected 
publishing houses in Mexico, facilitating the legitimization and success of the author and his 
novel.  In the case of Utopía gay, even though the work was completed the same year as Zapata’s 
El vampiro, Calva’s novel remained unpublished for six years and received significantly less 
critical attention and commercial success than his contemporary.  Although both works have had 
 
79 José Rafael Calva’s Utopía gay was originally published in 1983 and reedited a year later.  The work 
has not been translated to English. 
 
80 See, Shaefer, Claudia. 1996. Danger Zones: Homosexuality, National Identity, and Mexican Culture. 
Tucson: University of Arizona Press. Bisbey, Brandon Patrick. 2011. “Humor and Homosexuality in 
Contemporary Mexican Narrative.” PhD Dissertation. New Orleans: Tulane University. Rojas Rodríguez, 
María Eugenia. 2010. “Utopía gay de José Rafael Calva: novela subversiva y transgresora.” Revista de 
Lenguas Modernas, 13(2010): 83-94. Ruiz, Bladimir. 2006. “Utopía gay, de José Rafael Calva, y las 
contradicciones dentro del discurso narrativo de la diferencia.” Revista Canadiense de Estudios 
Hispánicos, 30(2): 291-309. 
 
81 According to the information provided in the editions of the novels I am working with, Luis Zapata 
wrote El vampiro de la colonia Roma between October of 1975 and December of 1977 (Zapata 223), and 




very different editorial, reception, and translation histories, Zapata’s El vampiro de la colonia 
Roma and Calva’s Utopia gay were selected for this study because of their historical proximity 
and their shared engagement with the political concerns of the Homosexual Liberation 
Movement in Mexico.  My analysis situates these two works in relation to their social and 
political contexts and demonstrates how both authors reflect and critique the growing authority 
of medical and scientific disciplines in the oppression homosexuals, concern that was central for 
the organization and political mobilization of the Frente Homosexual de Acción Revolucionaria. 
 Luis Zapata’s El Vampiro de la Colonia Roma presents the story of Adonis García, a 25-
year-old charismatic chichifo who narrates stories of his life to an unnamed and silent 
interlocutor who is presumably asking questions and recording the protagonist’s answers and 
stories.  The text is divided in seven tapes that document the autobiographical narrations of the 
protagonist from his early childhood to his recent experiences as a sex worker in Mexico City.  
Son of a Spanish father and Mexican mother, Adonis and his brother are forced to live with 
relatives after their parents' deaths.  Adonis also spends some time describing his early 
homoerotic sexual experiences during his teenage years that would become important in the 
consolidation of his future identity when he expresses “yo entonces ni siquiera sabía que era la 
homosexualidad” [“i didn’t even know what homosexuality was in those days”] (Zapata 31).  As 
expressed by Luis Zapata in the author’s note, the orthography of the novel avoids regular 
grammatical rules of capitalization, punctuation, and relies on blank spaces as a performative 
gesture that according to its extension simulates the embodied silence of the narrator.82  While 
the location of the meetings between Adonis and the unidentified listener is unknown, a great 
 
82 For a further discussion on “blank spaces” in Zapata’s El vampiro de la colonia Roma see, Sifuentes 
Jáuregui, Ben. 2014. “Chapter 3: Adonis’s Silence: Textual Queerness in Zapata’s El vampiro de la 
Colonia Roma. In The Avowal of Difference, Albany: State University of New York Press: 69-83. 
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part of the plot occurs in Mexico City’s Colonia Roma and Colonia Cuauhtémoc, at the time 
known for its rich nightlife and places for gay socialization (Lumsden 32-33).  Through Adonis’ 
narration, he informs us of his experiences with sex work, psychoactive drugs, psychiatric 
treatments, and arbitrary incarcerations. 
 José Rafael Calva’s Utopía gay presents the story of Carlos and Adrián, a middle class 
monogamous gay couple who mysteriously experience the prospect of homosexual reproduction.  
The novel documents the relationship between Carlos, a university professor and his partner 
Adrián, a former student who suspends his studies to stay home after finding out he is pregnant.  
Structurally, the novel is organized by a series of internal monologues of the two protagonists 
that are interrupted by sporadic dialogues with secondary characters.  Through their internal 
monologues, Carlos and Adrián reflect on their relationship, the future of their child, and the 
mysteries that made their pregnancy possible.  Nonetheless, the individual monologues of the 
lovers are differentiated by their orthographic organization in the novel.  While Adrián’s internal 
thoughts are presented textually with no punctuation, Carlos’ stream of consciousness follows 
grammatical rules of punctuation and capitalization that reveal a more disciplined form of 
thinking perhaps as a result of his profession as a philosophy professor.  Through these 
monologues, the reader is informed of the protagonists’ profound love for one another, their 
excitement and uncertainty surrounding their pregnancy, and their desire to move to Baja 
California to raise their child on a secluded beach as a way to establish a new society free of 
homophobia.  Unexpectedly, after 150 pages dedicated to the relationship and experiences of 
Carlos and Adrián, the author includes his prologue.  In this section, Calva explains the genesis 
and overall intention of the novel.  According to the author, Utopía gay has the purpose of 
presenting a love story involving a gay couple that would oppose the “Wilde-Bosie” model of 
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homosexual relationships characterized by suffering (159).  Moreover, Calva emphasizes the 
importance of humor in his work by stating “esta narración la he realizado principalmente como 
diversión y ejercicio mental” [I have produced this narrative primarily for personal amusement 
and as a mental exercise] (158). 
 Luis Zapata’s El vampiro de la colonia Roma and José Rafael Calva’s Utopia gay were 
written and published amidst global tensions due to the Cold War that coincided with Mexico’s 
Dirty War, a period in which homosexuality was persecuted by the State.83  Thus, it is not 
surprising that we can encounter continuous references to the state of global and national politics 
and oppressive State practices to control and silence political and social dissidence in both texts.  
Early on, Adonis’ narrations allude to Cold War politics by stating that his father was a Spanish 
refugee who fled the regime of Francisco Franco, figure known as one of Europe’s most 
aggressive opponents to communism.  In terms of national politics, Adonis’ arrival to Mexico 
City suggests that he was present in the city during the 1968 Student Massacre at Tlatelolco and 
therefore experienced the aftermath of the increased State repression towards social and political 
dissidence.84  The growing authoritarian practices of the State after the massacre at Tlatelolco are 
also referenced at various instances during Adonis’ narrations.  The protagonist mentions an 
 
83 See, Juárez-Salazar, Edgar Miguel. 2019. “Infortunios de la identidad guerrillera. Análisis crítico de un 
discurso oficial del Estado durante la Guerra sucia en México.” Poiésis, 36: 11-25. Mendoza García, 
Jorge. 2016. “Trazando la memoria de la Guerra sucia en México: La ideologización de la guerrilla.” 
Pacarina del Sur, 7(28): http://pacarinadelsur.com/dossiers/dossier-18/58-dossiers/dossier-18/1329-
trazando-la-memoria-de-la-guerra-sucia-en-mexico-la-ideologizacion-de-la-guerrilla.  Johnson, David K. 
2004. The Lavender Scare: The Cold War Persecution of Gays and Lesbians in the Federal Government. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Corber, Robert J. 1997. Homosexuality in Cold War America. 
Durham: Duke University Press. Loftin, Craig M. 2012. Masked Voices: Gay Men and Lesbians in Cold 
War America. Albany: State University of New York Press. Charles, Douglas M. 2015. Hoover’s War on 
Gays: Exposing the FBI’s “Sex Deviates” Program. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas. 
 
84 Adonis states that he first arrived in Mexico City in January of 1967 (Zapata 46). Later, while 
discussing his “Christmas depression” he mentions that at that point he had been living in the city for one 
year (Zapata 89). 
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incident in which he was arrested by agents of the secret police for allegedly smoking marihuana 
(151), and the time when he was detained for five days for having long hair (155).  These 
seemingly arbitrary arrests were so common that they were known within the detention centers 
as “caer de barbas” [to be nabbed] (154).  Adonis also alludes to the violent practices used by 
police forces that consisted in strategic beatings that would leave no marks on the body to 
prevent future retaliations (151). 
 The political tensions and authoritarian practices by the Mexican State during the period 
of the Dirty War are also present in Calva’s Utopía gay.  One of the protagonists, Carlos, 
participated in the 1968 student movement with the objective of starting Marxist revolution in 
Mexico to save the proletariat (Calva 76).  His revolutionary ambitions seemingly concluded 
when he became a philosophy professor at Mexico’s National University.  In the case of Adrián, 
he states that the “industrialists” (54) killed his father while he worked in labor policy, perhaps 
as a reference to the labor and leftist movements that emerged after the second World War in 
Mexico, such as the protests by the railroad workers in 1958 and 1959 and oppression they faced 
from the State that would continue and take center stage during the 1968 student 
demonstrations.85  Another critique to the State’s repressive practices towards homosexuals is 
presented by Guillermo, a friend and colleague of Carlos.  During a drunken conversation at the 
protagonists’ home Guillermo states: “nos reprimen, nos encarcelan y nos obligan a subvivir. 
Estamos a la merced de policías y agentes judiciales que nos extorsionan, nos roban, nos 
humillan y hasta nos violan físicamente” [“they repress us, they incarcerate us, and they force us 
 
85 See, Alegre, Robert. 2020. Railroad Radicals in Cold War Mexico: Gender, Class, and Memory. 
Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press. Akers Chacón, Justin. 2017. Radicals in the Barrio: Magonistas, 
Socialists, Wobblies, and Communists in the Mexican-American Working Class. Chicago: Haymarket 
Books. Keller, Renata. 2015. Mexico’s Cold War: Cuba, the United States, and the Legacy of the 
Mexican Revolution. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
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to underlive.  We are at the mercy of the police and judicial agents who extort us, rob us, 
humiliate us, and even violate us physically”] (127).  Calva’s text also reflects on the different 
forms of oppression and extortions experienced by homosexuals at the hands of the police 
according to the detainee’s gender expression as well as their social and economic status.  These 
practices are referenced and criticized by Gisela, one of Adrián’s travesti friends, when she 
mentions that the night before a mutual friend named Alejandro was detained during a police 
raid but due to his “serious” and “discreet” persona, his level of education, and his social status 
he was released after paying one thousand pesos (64).  Gisela also notes that this is not the 
outcome for chichifos, who are poor and marginalized young men that are sent to prison without 
possibility of using social and economic capital for their release.  Through this scene, Calva 
highlights how the oppression of homosexuals at the time was experienced differently based on 
their perceived social identity in which the consolidation of middle-class gay acceptability was 
more accepted than non-normative gender and sexual expressions. 
Psychopharmacology, Psychiatry, and Biomedicine 
 
As examined by Siobhan Guerrero McManus, during the 1950s Mexican medical culture 
consolidated a more internationalist vision in which the United States gained a privileged 
position becoming a mandatory source for medical, scientific, and psychoanalytic references. 
Guerrero McManus adds that during this decade, psychoanalytic works that were pathologizing, 
skeptical, and critical of homosexuality were introduced to Mexico’s medical and activist circles 
that presented psychoanalysis as an oppressive, regulatory, or liberatory discourse (“Re-trazos de 
una historia” 66).86  Moreover, with the foundation of The Mexican Psychoanalytic Association 
 
86 According to Siobhan Guerrero McManus, pathologizing discourses by Rado, Biener, Bergler, and 
Socarides as well as critical ones by figures like Hooker, Beach y Ford, Szasz, and Herbert Marcuse 
circulated in Mexico. See Guerrero McManus, Siobhan. 2014. “Re-trazos de una historia. La 
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(1956) and The Mexican Society of Psychoanalysis (1957) the discipline gained institutional 
recognition and social influence (61).  Although psychoanalysis was read, translated, and 
challenged in Mexico as early as the 1920s, by the 1970s psychoanalytic texts were widely read 
by Mexican philosophers, artists, medical doctors, and psychiatrists (Gallo 5).87  Alongside the 
growing popularization of psychoanalysis in clinical and popular contexts, the second half of the 
twentieth century also saw the consolidation of psychopharmacology.  The history of Mexican 
psychiatry identifies the late 1960s and 1970s as the period in which psychiatry emerged and was 
institutionalized as a scientific and medical discipline with the implementation of pharmaceutical 
drugs to treat mental illness (Heinze & Cortés 11).  In 1970, Ramón de la Muñiz, considered the 
founder of modern psychiatry in Mexico, first instituted psychiatric services in a general 
hospital, and as a tenured professor at UNAM he trained a significant number of psychiatrists 
throughout Mexico and other countries of Central, and South America (Heinze & Armas-
Castañeda 525).  Moreover, de la Muñiz had additional impact in the creation of organizations 
like the Mexican Psychiatric Association (1966), The University Mental Health Center at 
UNAM’s Medical School (1972), the Mexican Institute of Psychiatry (1979), and served as the 
president of the World Congress of Psychiatry held in Mexico in 1971 (525).  Under this context 
of growing authority and institutionalization of psychiatric, psychological, and psychoanalytic 
debates in Mexico, homosexuality emerged subject of medical inquiry.  As stated by Sofía 
Argüello Pazmiño, during the 1960s and 1970s, the scientific discourses for and against 
homosexuality relied on psychiatric, psychological, sexological, and medical knowledge (38).  
 
homosexualidad y las ciencias biómedicas en el México de mediados del siglo XX.” In La memoria y el 
deseo. Estudios gay y queer en México. Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. 
 
87 See, Gallo, Rubén. 2010. “Perversions.” In Freud’s Mexico: Into the Wilds of Psychoanalysis, 13-51 
Cambridge: The MIT Press. 
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This assertion echoes Paul B. Preciado’s argument that the pharmacopornographic regime and its 
mechanisms of control during the second half of the 20th century were materialized in the fields 
of endocrinology, sexology, and psychology (“Pharmaco-Pornographic Politics” 108).  As a 
result, these disciplines played central roles in social and medical constructions of homosexuality 
and influenced the political organization of the Frente Homosexual de Acción Revolucionaria as 
well as the genesis of the country’s “Gay narrative.”   
As I will now demonstrate, the growing debates within medical, scientific, and political 
spaces on the definition and treatment of homosexuality are central in Luis Zapata’s El vampiro 
de la colonia Roma and José Rafael Calva’s Utopía gay.  Through these works, the authors also 
reflect on the historical context of 1970s Mexico in which their homosexual identities were in a 
process of social, medical, and political configuration.  In my analysis of Zapata’s El vampiro, I 
argue that through Adonis’ rejection of his psychiatric diagnosis of hypochondriasis, his 
practices of self-medication, and his recreational use of pharmaceutical drugs, the protagonist 
reflects and challenges the authority of psychiatry and psychopharmacology as medical 
disciplines that can lead to healing.  In the case of Utopía gay, I argue that through Adrián’s 
ambivalent relationship with medical practices during his pregnancy and the reliance on 
technological and scientific discourses as means to explain and treat his condition, Calva 
presents a critique of the medicalization of homosexuality by different medical and scientific 
disciplines by exposing their contradictions and methodological limitations.  My analysis 
demonstrates that through their novels, Zapata and Calva challenge scientific and medical 
disciplines to position homosexuality as a natural human condition by situating homosexual 
subjects as authority figures in shaping and explaining their own identities even if they escape 
psychiatric, medical, or scientific explanations. 
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The Hypochondriac Vampire 
  
Criticism on Zapata’s El vampiro de la colonia Roma has addressed the role of disease as 
an allegory of State corruption, a maker of homosexuality, and as a sign of social and sexual 
deviance.88  In his series of monologues Adonis dedicates time to address his experiences with 
sexually transmitted infections resulting from his sexual adventures and sex work.89  According 
to the protagonist, at the moment of narration he had experienced pediculosis pubis, commonly 
known as pubic lice, genital warts likely as a symptom of the Human Papillomavirus (HPV), and 
thirty-two instances of gonorrhea.  Moreover, the narrator describes the different treatment 
methods for these ailments like the use of penicillin to treat his first case of gonorrhea and the 
use of Calomel powders to treat genital crabs.  He also points out the potential dangers of these 
treatments by mentioning the possibility of penicillin allergies, and the high toxicity levels of 
Calomel.  Through the references to his experiences with sexually transmitted infections, their 
treatment methods, and their possible dangers, Adonis reflects about his body and sexuality, 
 
88 See, Medina, Alberto. 2008. “El vampiro de la colonia Roma o la utopía suplantada.” Revista 
Canadiense de Estudios Hispánicos, 32(3): 507-521. Estrada, Jorge. 2017. Masculinidades peligrosas: 
Monstruosidad, vampirismo, canibalismo y homosexualidad en la literatura mexicana de los siglos XX y 
XXI. PhD Dissertation. Albuquerque: The University of New Mexico. 
 
89 I would argue that the protagonist’s identity is in great part shaped by the circulation medical and erotic 
technologies that shaped the construction of homosexuality and homosexual desires of the time.  The 
nickname “Adonis” was assigned to the protagonist by René, one of his lovers when they first met.  
Adonis states that René would complement his appearance and once told him: “que era un adonis 
 un adonis  imagínate  así me decía y así se me quedó” [“i was… a regular adonis
 an adonis just imagine  that’s what he called me  and that name’s stuck to me 
ever since”] (Zapata 49).”  While this interaction is meant to demonstrate the physical attractiveness of 
the protagonist by comparing him to Aphrodite’s lover, the transformation of the protagonist into an 
indefinite noun suggests that he represents one of multiple.  It is very likely that the term “Adonis” used 
by René to refer to the protagonist is the result of the growing circulation printed culture like physique 
magazines, one of the earliest extensive forms of homoerotic visual culture prior to the arrival of gay 
porn. These publications also known as “beefcake magazines” circulated extensively during the 1940s 
and 1960s under different categorizations like health, physique, or bodybuilding magazines and were 
appropriated by homosexual men as sites of visual pleasure.  Thus, I would argue that the nickname of 
Adonis emerges in a context of transnational (and pharmacopornographic) networks of visual 
homoeroticism and alludes to midcentury beefcake magazines like Adonis and Beach Adonis.  
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while alluding to the pharmacopornographic landscape of 1970s Mexico.  However, for the 
purpose of this study I will primarily focus on the patient’s mental health, the importance of his 
diagnosis as a hypochondriac, his forms of resistance to psychiatric treatments through practices 
of self-medication, and his reflections on the negative side effects of psychoactive and 
pharmaceutical drugs.  My interpretation of Zapata’s text brings forward the role of psychiatry, 
self-medication, and psychopharmacology that are central to the novel’s construction of Adonis 
as both a medical patient and as an active agent in a social context in which psychiatry had 
emerged as a privileged discipline in explaining and treating homosexuality.  More specifically, 
in a historical context of growing discussions about the oppressive nature of psychiatry, I 
demonstrate how Adonis’ experience with psychiatric treatments reveal early forms of resistance 
that would later be utilized by activists to defend homosexuality as a natural human condition 
that did not require medical explanation.  
 According to Adonis, his experience with psychiatry started early in his childhood but 
became more frequent after his arrival in Mexico City.  This declaration, however, is revealed 
late in the protagonist’s narration since this anecdote is documented in the seventh, and last tape 
that encompasses the novel.  This gesture is particularly significant because it disrupts the 
seemingly teleological organization of the novel in which Adonis reflects about his childhood 
memories primarily in the first tape.  Through this narrative ellipsis, Adonis addresses his early 
experiences with psychiatry to the silent intermediator by stating:   
“ ¿sí te conté que de niño me habían mandado al siquiatra? sí ¿no? 
 no te dije que había tenido una enfermedad nerviosa? ¿que tuve una 
vez que me dio un shock?  sí no sé por qué algo que se me cayó 
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en la cabeza y me desmayé y luego me sentía mal bueno  pues a raíz de 
eso me empezaron a mandar al siquiatra ” (Zapata 196-197). 
[“ i told ya that when i was a kid they’d sent me to the psychiatrist didn't
 i? yes i did didn’t i? didn’t i tell ya i’d had a nervous 
disorder? that one time i had like a shock?  yeah i dunno why
 something that fell on my head and knocked me out and afterwards i felt 
sick anyhow because of that they started sending me to the 
psychiatrist ”] (Zapata & Lacey 179).  
As a result of a “enfermedad nerviosa” [nervous disorder] after hitting his head with an object, 
Adonis was sent to see his brother’s godmother, a psychiatrist for “four or five” sessions (198).  
During his visits, the psychiatrist and family friend would ask Adonis to take tests, build toys, 
and throw darts (198).  Moreover, the doctor would ask Adonis to tell her about his dreams and 
would offer him a prize for every dream he would share with her.  The emphasis on dream 
analysis could be a clear reference to the presence of psychoanalysis in psychiatric practices of 
the time, and young Adonis’ refusal to share any of his dreams with the psychiatrist could be 
interpreted as a rejection of psychoanalytic methods to interpret his identity.  Nonetheless, the 
format of El vampiro de la colonia Roma also alludes to psychoanalytic practices as 
demonstrated by the continuous presence of a recorder that documents the narrator’s “sessions.”  
Likewise, the inclusion of a series of the protagonist’s dreams before each tape invites the reader 
to interpret their relationship to Adonis’ life, and at times the narrator explicitly asks the silent 
interlocutor for possible interpretations.  According to Vek Lewis, Adonis offers his dreams in an 
ironic tone mocking the Freudian traditions that would read him as unstable (83).   
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 Soon after moving to Mexico City, Adonis meets René, a friend of his brother and future 
lover, with whom the protagonist decides to rent a room and live together in Colonia Roma.  
After temporarily “settling down,” Adonis goes to visit his brother’s godmother, assumed to be 
the same psychiatrist who treated him as a child, bringing René along with him.  Adonis 
expresses that the unnamed psychiatrist and family friend felt a sense of responsibility to look 
over him and his brother after their parents passed away (64).  Recounting the story, Adonis 
states that the visit was very pleasant since the psychiatrist did not interrogate him about his 
relationship with René.  Nonetheless, Adonis is quick to point out that although she made no 
questions about their relationship or sexuality, given her profession she must have suspected or 
perhaps even “diagnosed” that René was homosexual when he states: “ aunque sí se las 
mascó que rené era homosexual porque ps  era    obvio     ¿no? además ella era 
siquiatra ” [“ but she certainly realised rené was a homosexual ‘cause  well it 
was obvious right? and besides she was a psychiatrist ”] (Zapata 64).  During a later visit 
alone, Adonis’ suspicion was confirmed when the psychiatrist questions Rene’s gender 
expression by asking: “ “oye ese muchacho rené es medio femenino ¿verdad?”    ” [“
 “listen that chap rené he’s rather effeminate  isn’t he?”   ”] (64).  To which 
Adonis responds: “ ¿él?  pus sí   efectivamente   es así medio rarito  luego 
los cuates se ríen de él” [ “him? yeah y’re right he is kinda funny and the guys 
all kinda make fun of him”] (64).  Through these exchanges, Adonis reveals his understanding of 
psychiatry as a discipline that studies homosexuality and thus finds it unnecessary to disclose 
René’s sexuality (and by extent, his own) since he considers the trained psychiatrist is capable of 
identifying such conditions.  This is confirmed when Adonis expresses: “ aunque  claro 
ella [the psychiatrist] ya sabía que yo era gayo o por lo menos se lo imaginaba  ps si era 
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siquiatra debería saber todo eso  pero yo no me atrevía a decirle que éramos amantes ” [“
 even though of course she [the psychiatrist] already knew i was gay or at least she 
suspected it i mean if she was a psychiatrist she’d hafta know all about that but i didn’t 
have the courage to tell her we were lovers] (Zapata 64, emphasis is mine).  According to 
Brandon Bisbey, this episode demonstrates how mainstream discourses on homosexuality 
influenced Adonis’ understanding of his own identity in which he conceives homosexuality as a 
condition that belongs to the jurisdictions of mental health disciplines (41).  Moreover, 
considering the social and political landscape in which the novel was written, by including 
psychiatry as a recurrent medical discourse in El vampiro de la colonia Roma, Luis Zapata 
alludes to its growing authority but also challenges its diagnostic and treatment methods through 
the main protagonist's critical engagement with the discipline.   
Throughout his autobiographical narration, Adonis alludes to his struggles with mental 
health, psychoactive drug use, and self-medication, experiences that at times reinforced each 
another.  Although alcohol appears in the text as Adonis’ preferred method of self-medication to 
cope with depression, it was Benzedrine, a pharmaceutically produced amphetamine first 
introduced to treat conditions like depression, that would lead him to undergo medical treatment 
and consider the dangers of the recreational use of psychoactive drugs.  During a period of in 
which Adonis was consuming marijuana and alcohol as forms of self-medication to treat his 
episodes of depression and anxiety, the protagonist fainted and was taken to a clinic where he 
was informed that he was experiencing of low blood pressure, and Benzedrine withdrawal 
symptoms (Zapata 167-168).  Although Adonis initially questions the doctor’s diagnosis that his 
physical and psychological ailments were withdrawal symptoms from Benzedrine, he later 
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understands that these physiological responses were the result of his sudden discontinuation of 
psychoactive drug use.  After this incident the protagonist states:  
“ no entendí en ese momento   porque hacía mucho tiempo que 
había dejado de tomar pastillas  ya hasta después entendí lo que era el rebote 
¿no?  o sea   que cuando has estado tomando alguna onda  pues el 
organismo como que almacena  ¿ves?  va almacenando esa sustancia 
 y ya después que la dejas de tomar  incluso aunque haya pasado mucho 
tiempo   pues sale ¿no?  pa que no te sientas tan mal  
cuando dejé la marihuana me sentí muy mal   muy mal  ¡no 
sabes!  me sentía muy mal de los nervios   creía que me iba a volver 
loco   ¿no?  ” (Zapata 168). 
[“ at the time i didn’t understand ‘cause i’d stopped taking pills a long 
time before it wasn’t till later that i understood what a flashback (withdrawal) 
was y’know what i mean?  i mean  when y’been using any kinda 
dope your organism like stores it up y’understand?  it keeps 
storing up that stuff  and then after y’ve stopped taking it  even a 
long time after  well it all comes out y’understand?  so you won’t 
feel bad anymore when i gave up grass i felt real sick awful y’can imagine! 
i was real uptight i thought i was gonna go crazy y’know? ] 
(Zapata & Lacey 155) 
Through these statements, Adonis demonstrates early reluctance to medical treatments and 
medical knowledge but are later adopted to comprehend his body.  The physiological and 
psychological discomforts that are symptomatic of Adonis’ drug withdrawals, are archived in his 
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body and become sources of reference to self-diagnose his future ailments.  This is demonstrated 
when Adonis self-diagnoses that his physical and cognitive discomforts leading him to faint for a 
second time were the withdrawal symptoms from his previous marijuana use (170).  After this 
episode, Adonis begins a series of psychiatric treatments at El centro de trabajo juvenil, a youth 
recovery center, where the protagonist starts to challenge the medical authority of the psychiatric 
professionals, their diagnostic and treatment methods, and their reliance on 
psychopharmacology.  When describing his first prescription of Ativan by a doctor (who Adonis 
suspects of being gay) the protagonist states: “ me dio unas pastillas   un chingo de 
pastillas diferentes  que tenía que tomar unas en las mañanas y otras en las noches  unas 
como para subirme y otras para bajarme ¿no? ” [“ he gave me some pills  a 
whole buncha different pills  some that i hadda take in the mornings and others at night
 some like to take me up and others to bring me down y’know what i mean? ] 
(Zapata 171).  The description of the medication and its effects on the body allude to the 
protagonist’s history with recreational use of psychoactive drugs, and the bodily sensations that 
were similar to those produced by pharmaceutical drugs prescribed by a professional 
psychiatrist.  During a period in which he was living with Pepe, his lover at the time, Adonis 
states: “ tomábamos pastillas todo el día  ¿no?  uppers y downers o sea que las que 
te bajan y las que te suben ” [“ we were popping pills all day long y’understand? 
 uppers and downers the ones that take ya up high and the ones that bring ya down
 ”] (Zapata 145).  While this comparison may appear minor, I believe that these two 
incidents demonstrate Adonis’ critical engagement with pharmaceutical and recreational drugs, 
their possible forms of pleasure and regulation, as well as their negative side effects and their 
possibilities for healing. 
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 In the process of narrating his adventures, Adonis shares his history with psychoactive 
and pharmaceutical drugs.  At different moments during the story, the protagonist mentions his 
past experiences with substances like alcohol, marijuana, Benzedrine, Seconal, and even 
isopropyl alcohol.  Although these substances were not consumed regularly by the protagonist, 
some substances like alcohol, marijuana, and Benzedrine at times produced negative 
physiological and cognitive side effects likely from their excessive use and their withdrawal 
symptoms.  Moreover, through the references to pharmaceutical drugs like Benzedrine, Seconal, 
and Mantrax, as well as his recreational use of substances like LSD, Marijuana, and Isopropyl 
alcohol, Adonis displays a landscape of the psychotropic drugs that were accessible and 
consumed by him at the time.  Nonetheless, through the eclectic use of these technologies, 
Adonis simultaneously challenges the medical distinctions between prescription and recreational 
drugs.  Through the descriptions of his sensations under the distinct substances, Adonis reflects 
on their healing possibilities but also their potential dangers. For instance, as his preferred 
substance of use, alcohol appears in the text as a liminal substance that allows Adonis to enjoy 
temporary euphoria but can also produce depressive episodes resulting from its excessive use the 
subsequent hangovers (Zapata 182).  Likewise, Marijuana, once described by Adonis as “the best 
medicine” because it allows him to distance himself and temporarily forget his daily problems, 
could also produce anxiety and nervousness (140-141).  Through the protagonist’s reflections on 
his experiences and bodily experiences produced by pharmaceutical drugs and psychoactive 
substances, Adonis presents these technologies as both liberatory and possibly harmful, 




Fifteen days after the completion of his first psychiatric treatment, Adonis noticed 
improvements of his mental health while he was only taking half of a pill each night.  Using his 
mental health improvement as a justification, Adonis begins to drink alcohol regularly for a 
period of almost a month until he starts to experience negative side effects from his excessive 
consumption.  After one night of drinking, Adonis experienced a nightmare of a large woman 
dressed in black sitting near his bed that produced episodes of great anxiety (Zapata 178).  
Through what could be interpreted as an amateur psychoanalytic intervention, Adonis interprets 
his dream and concludes that the woman in black must be a representation of death (179).  
Nonetheless, Adonis is also quick to diagnose that his anxiety is the result of his past with heavy 
drinking when he describes it as: “ las consecuencias de tomar tanto  ¿no?  en el sistema 
nervioso ” [“ the effect of so much drinking dontcha think?  on the nerves 
(nervous system) ” (Zapata 164).  Through this statement, Adonis engages with medical 
knowledge such as the effects of alcohol on the nervous system and is capable of diagnosing his 
own condition without medical mediation.  The critical engagement of the protagonist with 
medical and psychiatric practices demonstrates the social and political environment of the time 
in which psychiatry became a site of scrutiny under emerging organized and militant demands 
from the “Antipsychiatry” movement of the second half of the twentieth century. 
 In “Psychiatric Power,” Michel Foucault argues that modern psychiatry has evolved in 
parallel to opposing epistemic positions that challenge mainstream psychiatry’s definitions, 
treatments, and regulation of mental patients.  According to Foucault: “The whole of modern 
psychiatry is fundamentally pervaded by antipsychiatry, if one understands this by everything 
that calls back into question the role of the psychiatrist formerly charged with producing the 
truth of illness in the hospital space (Foucault 55, emphasis in the original).  He adds that at the 
131 
 
end of the nineteenth century, early practices of “depsychiatrization” began to challenge the 
position of the psychiatrist as a medical figure and the effectiveness of the asylum as the space to 
study, treat, and regulate patients.  These practices would take different forms like requesting 
more exact scientific knowledge of the physician’s methods, the transformation of the hospital as 
the ideal space for diagnosis and suppression of mental illness, practices such as psychosurgery 
and pharmacological psychiatry, and the relocation of the mental patient from the asylum to the 
psychoanalyst’s long chair (45-47).  By the 1960s, under a global climate of anti-war 
movements, radical student demonstrations, and the fight for social and civil rights by racial, 
gender, and sexual minorities, a more coherent antipsychiatry movement emerged that 
challenged the power dynamics and forms of domination of psychiatric practices and treatment 
methods.  As stated by Juan Carlos Cea-Madrid and Tatiana Castillo-Parada:  
“La psiquiatría y su enfoque biológico de enfermedad, sostiene e intenta 
demostrar que las personas con dificultades emocionales o psicológicas están 
“enfermas mentalmente”, sin embargo, como disciplina de especialización médica 
no ha podido demostrar científicamente este postulado ni cumplir con la promesa 
que contenía en su origen: establecer en el campo de lo mental una diferencia 
biológica entre salud y enfermedad” (171).   
[Psychiatry and its biological emphasis on illness, proclaims and attempts to 
demonstrate that people with emotional or psychological issues are “mentally ill,” 
however, as a medical discipline it has not been capable of demonstrating this 
assertion scientifically nor has fulfilled its original promise: to determine in the 
domain of the mind a biological difference between health and illness]. 
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Under these epistemological impossibilities, physicians, activists, and patients themselves began 
to challenge the authority of psychiatry as a medical discipline rooted in scientific foundations.  
Some of the expressed concerns by participants of the movement are the democratization of 
discussions on mental health, the opposition to the extensive dependence on pharmaceutical 
drugs, a rejection of normativity according to capitalist logics, and the right to be “mad,” among 
others (Marcos 8).  The diverse concerns raised by the antipsychiatry movement led to 
participating figures to reconceptualize and intervene in the institutional, epistemic, and clinical 
spaces of psychiatric practices.  Through different strategies like challenging the asylum as the 
privileged space of psychiatric treatment and transferring the power of knowledge production to 
patients, the movement’s interventions required to work alongside, within, and against the 
psychiatric institution itself (Foucault 47-48).  Thus, the antipsychiatry movement scrutinized the 
discipline’s history, its treatment methods, and the authority of psychiatric professionals. 
Although some of the earliest organized and most active antipsychiatry movements took place in 
Western countries, as demonstrated by the case study of Fernando Esquivel discussed in the 
introduction of this chapter, these debates were present and were critical sites of intervention for 
the Homosexual Liberation Movement in Mexico.  In fact, “The Second Meeting of the Network 
of New Alternatives for Psychiatry” conference in which Esquivel participated in 1978, was a 
gathering for “antipsychiatry” discussions aiming to find alternatives in psychiatric practices as 
suggested by its title.  Under this context of “antipsychiatric” debates that increased in the 1970s, 
the rise of the Homosexual Liberation Movement in Mexico, and the removal of homosexuality 
from the American Psychiatric Association’s second Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM) 
in 1973, El vampiro de la colonia roma directly engages with psychiatry and its role in the 
construction of homosexuality in public and medical spaces.   
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During a period of heavy drinking after the completion of his first psychiatric treatment, 
Adonis self-diagnoses that this pattern is the cause and symptom of his unstable mental health 
when he states: 
“ decía “carajo  el alcohol me tiene muy  ps sí hay euforia pero 
me siento muy mal a veces  me siento muy deprimido”  o sea  deprimido 
porque en el fondo es algo que haces contra ti mismo ¿no?  y porque te das 
cuenta de hasta que grado dependes del alcohol y también de que no conoces las 
causas que te  obligan a beber tanto   entonces es así como 
complicadísimo y prefieres seguir bebiendo para olvidarte de todo  ” 
(Zapata 182).   
[“ i’d say to myself “fuck  alcohol’s got me real  yeah i 
feel good sometimes but i feel so bad sometimes i feel so down” 
 i mean  depressed ‘cause after all it’s something y’re doing to hurt 
yourself right? and because y’realise how much y’depend on alcohol and y’realise 
too that y’dunno the reasons that’re making ya drink so much  and 
anyhow it’s like so complicated that y’d rather keep on drinking and forget 
everything ”] (Zapata & Lacey 166-167). 
Through these statements, Adonis expresses his complex relationship with alcohol in which he 
recognizes that while the substance provides him temporary euphoric states that allow him to 
forget about his concerns, the extensive use of the substance is symptomatic of his internal issues 
and social conditions that he is unable to control.  Alcohol, therefore, becomes a form of self-
medication the protagonist utilizes as a source to treat his psychological ailments.  During this 
period in which Adonis relies on alcohol as a form of self-medication to treat his self-diagnosed 
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depression, this practice became a vicious cycle in which the chosen substance becomes more 
harmful than euphoric.  His recurrent use of alcohol becomes a severe problem when Adonis 
begins to experience episodes of great anxiety that lead him to continue drinking (183).  
Nonetheless, as a result of his anxiety and bodily discomforts caused by his fragile mental health 
and the negative side effects from his forms of self-medication, Adonis returns to undergo 
psychiatric treatment at the youth rehabilitation center where he had previously received his first 
psychiatric treatment.  After informing the psychiatrist of his mental health issues and his use of 
alcohol, Adonis is prescribed anxiolytics.  The treatment, however, is followed by Adonis for 
about a week before he begins to drink heavily again and experience episodes of anxiety that 
leads him back to the psychiatrist.  During the appointment, the psychiatrist confirms Adonis’ 
previous self-diagnosis that his severe anxiety was the result of his excessive drinking and 
prescribes the patient with more anxiolytics while demanding him to abstain from drinking 
(186).  As a result, Adonis realizes that due to his psychiatric drug treatment he cannot drink 
because the combination of his prescribed drug, Alboral, commonly known as Valium, and 
alcohol could be dangerous (187).  Although Adonis follows the professional recommendations, 
he begins to experience side effects produced by the drugs that make him question the efficacy 
the treatment.  Regarding this development the narrator says:  
“ pero luego me empecé a quejar de las pastillas  empecé a tomar esas 
pastillas y más pastillas y pastillas y pastillas y me empecé a sentir mal  las 
pastillas esas me traían todo el día jodido  me daban muchas sensaciones 
 me picaba el tórax  me dolía en todos lados  este  me daban 
palpitaciones  los dedos me palpitaban  me daban piquetes en las yemas de 




[“ but then i started complaining about the pills i started taking those pills and 
more pills pills pills and i began to feel bad those pills kept me feeling fucked up 
all day long i had all sorta funny feelings  i had a tingling feeling in my 
thorax  i had pains all over uh my heart fluttered my fingers 
throbbed i felt pricklings in the tips of my fingers  in other words 
 i felt all fucked up ”] (Zapata & Lacey 171). 
After raising these concerns to his psychiatrist and expressing that the dose of the prescribed 
medication was inadequate because rather than healing the drugs were producing great levels of 
bodily discomfort, Adonis begins a series of antipsychiatric interventions through which he uses 
his own personal experiences and knowledge to defy the authority of his psychiatrist.  As a result 
of a disagreement between Adonis and his psychiatrist on the appropriate treatment method for 
his anxiety and mental health issues, the protagonist becomes a patient and agent by using his 
bodily sensations and experiences to challenge the efficacy of his treatment.  In a scene in which 
Adonis challenges the authority of the psychiatrist and his prescribed medications, the doctor 
reaffirms his power and the effectiveness of his pharmaceutical treatment by stating that the dose 
was appropriate based on the patient’ severe ailments.  Recounting this incident Adonis states: “
 le dije   “mire estas pastillas  no es la dosis adecuada”   ...  “yo estoy tomando 
mucha pastilla y me sigo sintiendo muy mal”  y entonces él me decía  “ps sí  
 pero en el pecado está la penitencia” [“ i told him “look those pills that’s 
not the right dose” … “i’m taking a whole lotta pills and i keep feeling real bad” 
 and he said to me “of course but the punishment fits the crime ”] (Zapata 
187).  Through this interaction, Adonis utilizes his position as a critical patient to challenge the 
authority of the psychiatrist and his dependence on prescribed medications as the solution for his 
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mental health problems.  Nonetheless, Adonis continues with his psychiatric treatment as 
recommended by the professional.  After experiencing an earthquake, Adonis states that his 
anxiety worsened, and after expressing this to the psychiatrist he increased the dose of 
anxiolytics which the protagonist considers a form of medical negligence.  The narrator declares 
his discontent by stating:   
“un día me aumentó la dosis el miserable  o sea que si yo estaba tomando 
cinco miligramos  dos pastillas de cinco miligramos eran diez miligramos  
un día me recetó veinte miligramos  ¡veinte miligramos!  ¿te imaginas?  
 ¡como para una vaca!   una vaca neurótica ¿verdad?  entons yo dije  
 “ese siquiatra está equivocado  no puede ser” (Zapata 187).   
[“ in the end that bastard of a shrink raised my dose of pills one day
 i mean  i was taking five milligrams two five milligram pills a day 
was ten milligrams and one day he prescribed twenty milligrams for me twenty 
milligrams! can ya feature that? then i said to myself  “that shrink is 
wrong  it just can’t be”] (Zapata & Lacey 172). 
Following this incident, Adonis speaks to a social worker about his discontent with his doctor, 
and she assigns him a different psychiatrist.  Adonis’ new and third psychiatrist quickly 
expresses a dissatisfaction with Adonis’ appearance and communicates that given his “methods” 
he will not provide service until the protagonist changes his appearance.  The psychiatrist tells 
Adonis: 
 “sí nomas que yo tengo mis métodos si quieres que yo te atienda pues 
mira por principio de cuentas esas greñas que traes te las vas a cortar… a mí me 
vas a venir con el pelo corto  bien corto y esos zapatos  que tienes de 
137 
 
llanta de jipi nunca   y nada de esas pulseritas y esos colgajos y 
demás mariconerias me vienes a ver alineado aquí ese será el primer 
requisito para que vengas a verme entons hasta la próxima vez” (Zapata 188, 
emphases are mine).   
[“all right only i have my own methods  if y’want me to take ya
 then look to start off y’re gonna cut that heada hair y’re wearing… 
“y’re gonna come see me with short hair good and short and those 
horrible revolting hippie sandals (shoes) y’re wearing made of used tires
 y’re never gonna wear them here and none of those wristbands and 
charms and the rest of that effeminate garbage (faggotries) when y’come to see 
me here y’re gonna be clean and neatly dressed (straightened) that will be the 
first condition for ya to be my patient so see ya next time”] (Zapata & Lacey 172). 
The doctor’s reaction to Adonis’ appearance and his requests in order to provide treatment that 
requires the patient to arrive at his office “alineado” without any “mariconerías,” exposes the 
psychiatrist’s biases towards what is considered socially acceptable.  While the term “alineado” 
could be translated as “straightened up,” the phrase expresses the psychiatrist’s mutual 
association between homosexuality and social deviance, therefore requiring the patient to change 
his appearance.  In this context, the figure of the psychiatrist emerges as an extension of the State 
practices in regulating and treating social and political dissidence.  Even though Adonis follows 
the psychiatrist’s demands, he soon realizes that his problematic relationship with psychiatric 
treatments will continue, leading him to find alternatives that respond to his own personal and 
medical needs.  
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 As he returns with a modified appearance, the psychiatrist assisted Adonis after listening 
to his health concerns.  The doctor reduced the dose of the Adonis’ medication, but it did not 
solve his bodily discomforts such as rapid heartbeat as well as liver, kidney, and heart pain 
(Zapata 189).  After sharing these side effects with his doctor, the psychiatrist continued 
reducing the dose of Alboral, the sedative prescribed to Adonis, but the health of the patient did 
not improve and at times even worsened.  These factors were minimized or dismissed by the 
doctor who believed that the healing path for the patient was through his continuous 
consumption of the prescribed medications.  Though responses like “¿te tomaste la pastilla?” 
“tómate la pastilla” “tómate la pastilla como te dije” and “tú no tienes problemas” [“did you take 
the pill?,” “take the pill like i told you”, and “you don’t have any problems]” (Zapata 189), the 
doctor undermines the patient’s discomforts and relies on his medical expertise and the function 
of pharmaceutical drugs as a technologies for healing, while ignoring their side effects on the 
individual body of his patient.  The psychiatrist’s practice highlights what Joanna Moncrieff calls 
the “disease-centered” model of modern medicine that centers pharmaceutical drugs as effective 
technologies for the treatment of specific illnesses.  With the systematization of drug production 
and research in the 1950s, pharmaceutical drugs became particularly attractive for psychiatry as 
technologies that would reinforce the discipline’s medical and scientific claims (4).  According 
to Moncrieff, the systematization of pharmaceutical drug production and its adoption in medical 
contexts marked an epistemic shift in which previous social and clinical perceptions of drugs as 
substances that induced effects that were crude but useful, were replaced by the conception of 
medical treatment methods as ‘cures’ for specific diseases (4).  The perception of drugs as 
pharmaceutically produced devices that could be researched, developed, and produced according 
to specific illnesses is central to Moncrieff’s “disease-centered” model of medicine in which the 
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effectiveness of drugs is measured according to the progress, responses, and improvement on the 
diagnosed illnesses, while ignoring the negative side effects experienced by the patients (6).  
These experiences can be observed in Adonis’ relationship with psychiatry in which prescription 
drugs are the standard treatment methods implemented by his psychiatrists who actively ignore 
the negative side effects expressed by the patient.  After realizing that prescribed medications 
rather than healing have activated new forms of bodily discomfort, Adonis continues to 
challenge the authority of the psychiatric discipline and its treatment methods.  During this 
period of intense exchange in which the psychiatrist defended his treatment methods that Adonis 
did not consider beneficial, the protagonist is capable of defying the power dynamics that present 
the doctor as the ultimate voice of knowledge and authority on his medical condition through his 
strategic use of his prescribed medications.  Although Adonis considers the professional advice 
which requires his consumption of Valium, he is hesitant to fully comply with the psychiatrist’s 
recommendations and begins to self-medicate.  Recounting this shift, Adonis states: “Porque 
para esto yo me automedicaba  ¿no? o sea yo bajaba más la dosis todavía  
porque yo no quería tomar la pastilla toda mi vida y él [the psychiatrist] me había dicho que la 
tenía que tomar porque era nervioso mi temperamento y así poco a poco la fui bajando
 hasta que lo dejé de ver” [“ ‘cause as far as that goes i (self) medicated myself 
 y’know what i mean?  i mean  i lowered my dose even further ‘cause 
i didn’t wanna hafta keep on taking that pill all my life and he'd [the psychiatrist] told me i hadda 
because i had a nervous disposition  and so  little by little i kept on lowering it
 till i stopped going to see him] (Zapata 189).  Therefore, even though Adonis considers 
psychiatric treatment as a viable option, when necessary, the protagonist simultaneously 
challenges the psychiatric recommendations through his strategic practices of self-medication in 
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which he would reduce the dose of the prescribed medications as he considered appropriate 
without the professional consultation or approval by his psychiatrist.  
 In the last tape of the book, Adonis narrates the anecdote previously examined with his 
first experiences with psychiatry when he was a child under the treatment of his brother’s 
godmother.  His narration then shifts to the last sessions he saw his psychiatrist while presenting 
a very suggestive comment when he says “ se me hacía como si toda la vida fuera a necesitar 
siquiatras para poder vivir ” [“ i felt like all my life i was gonna be needing shrinks to be 
able to get along  “] (Zapata 198).  This statement is presented without any spaces 
that simulate the silence of the narrator suggesting his assertive and conscious concern of the 
possibility of having to rely on psychiatric treatments throughout his life, perhaps as a result of 
his perception that homosexuality was a condition that was treated by psychiatry.  During the 
second to last visit to his psychiatrist, Adonis was experiencing great bodily discomfort and 
anxiety produced by the symptoms of hepatitis stating: “…me sentía muy deprimido y me 
empezaba a sentir mal otra vez  me sentía como que me fuera a volver loco 
 o no sé  como si me fuera a morir ” [“ i felt real down and i started feeling 
bad again i felt like i was gonna go crazy or i dunno like i was gonna die ”]  
(Zapata 199).  After communicating these ailments and concerns to his psychiatrist, the doctor 
diagnoses Adonis as a hypochondriac.  This diagnosis has a great impact on Adonis’ mental 
health leading him to experience episodes of depression after realizing that his alleged illnesses 
were invented by himself (Zapata 199).  At the last meeting with his psychiatrist, Adonis 
expresses to the silent intermediator the doctor’s reaction after he communicated his anxiety 
produced by his diagnosis of hypochondriasis by stating: “ le dije al doctor que me sentía muy 
mal y me puse a llorar y él se rió como burlándose de mí  entons yo 
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inmediatamente compuse mi actitud dije “me siento    bien”     je  ” [“ i told the 
doctor that i felt real sick and i started to cry and he laughed like making fun of me 
 so i changed my tune right away i said to myself “i feel fine” ha ”] 
(Zapata 199).  Through this interaction in which the psychiatrist laughs at Adonis’ worries is 
perhaps a demonstration that according to the doctor’s previous performative act of diagnosing 
the patient as a hypochondriac, any future health concerns raised by the patient would be 
reflective of his condition thus requiring no serious medical attention or additional treatment 
methods.   
The act of diagnosis is so significant that Adonis, who has demonstrated resistance to 
psychiatric treatments and practices, agrees with the conclusions of the doctor.  Nonetheless, the 
protagonist also challenges his medical diagnosis as well as the need for the psychiatrist’s 
confirmation of his health improvement when he says: “…entonces fue cuando descubrí que yo 
era hipocondriaco y a partir de aquella vez estuve seguro durante mucho tiempo de que era 
hipocondríaco  todavía pienso que lo soy pero creo que ya lo he superado un poco
 ” [“ that’s when i discovered i was hypochondriac and from that time on i was 
convinced for a long time that i was a hypochondriac and i still think i was (am) one
 but i think i’ve got over it a little by now ”] (Zapata 199, emphasis is mine).  Even 
though Adonis accepts the diagnosis of hypochondriasis by the doctor, he realizes that he can 
subvert medical authority by partially overcoming the symptoms and prognosis of the condition 
on his own.  Moreover, through the strategic construction of Adonis as a hypochondriac, Luis 
Zapata transforms the protagonist of the novel as a figure that pushes the scientific and medical 
foundations of psychiatry to its limits.  As examined by Catherine Belling in A Condition of 
Doubt: The Meanings of Hypochondria (2012), hypochondriacs pose imminent threat to medical 
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epistemology because their condition exceeds medicine’s diagnostic practices, treatment 
methods, classification of health and illness, as well as medical prognosis.  According to Belling, 
hypochondriasis, the clinical diagnosis of a person's pervasive and recurrent fear that a serious 
disease is present or about to emerge, challenges the evidence-based logics of modern 
biomedicine since the hypochondriac defies conventional processes of medical diagnosis while 
simultaneously rejecting or doubting the medical affirmation of the absence of illness in their 
body (2-4).  Therefore, through the diagnosis of Adonis as a hypochondriac, Zapata alludes to a 
psychiatric condition that explicitly reveals the limitations and contradictions of the psychiatric 
practices to challenge the authority of the discipline as scientific. 
In the last tape that encompasses the novel, Adonis further asserts his agency in his own 
health and subverts the medical diagnosis, treatment, and prognosis of his hypochondriasis when 
he states: “ me di cuenta de que cuando uno se enferma es casi siempre por descuido  entons 
empecé a alimentarme muy bien ver qué tenía proteína y que no así a cuidar mi 
alimentación a hacer ejercicio a ir al gimnasio en fin  a aliviarme por 
mis propios medios  ” [“ i realised that when y’get sick it’s almost always ‘cause y’re 
negligent so i began to eat real well to find out what had protein in it and what didn’t
 like paying attention to my diet doing exercises  working out in the gym
 in other words  recovering by my own efforts  ”] (Zapata 200, 
emphasis is mine).  The protagonist’s realization that his health conditions were the result of 
personal neglect, allows him to engage in alternative forms of healing according to his means 
and desires.  In this new journey of self-care and antipsychiatric interventions, the patient has 
agency in producing his own “medical” knowledge and treatments without relying on psychiatric 
mediations.  Moreover, the results of Adonis’ self-imposed treatment appear to be more 
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successful than his previous psychiatric treatments when he declares: “ era como un nuevo 
renacimiento  me propuse hacer de mi un individuo nuevo  y diferente y creo 
que mas o menos lo logré  me sentía yo como nuevo y dispuesto a disfrutar de la vida como 
nunca antes la había disfrutado ” [“ it was like being born again  i decided to 
make myself into somebody new a different person and i think i succeeded pretty well 
 i felt like new and ready to enjoy life like i’d never enjoyed it before ”]  (Zapata 
200).  After his own treatment methods, Adonis experiences a “new rebirth” and is capable of 
enjoying life like never before.  These lifestyle changes not only challenge his previous diagnosis 
of hypochondriasis, but also alleviates his bodily discomforts and anxiety.  After this anecdote, 
mental health disappears from the narratives of Adonis, as if his rebirth also produced a new 
“healthy” body, presenting his diagnosis of hypochondriasis as a medical fiction.  This process of 
individual healing further defies the possible diagnosis of homosexuality as a pathological 
condition according to psychiatric logics, since his mental health issues were healed without 
medical treatments or psychiatric confirmation of his health improvement and overall wellbeing. 
Male Pregnancy and Ambiguous Sonograms 
 
 José Rafael Calva’s Utopía gay, presents sharp critiques of medical disciplines and the 
growing authority of medical technologies in regulating homosexuality while exposing their 
scientific and epistemological limitations.  Since the opening monologue of Adrián, one of the 
protagonists of the story who mysteriously finds out he is pregnant, the author presents a series 
of continuous criticisms of medical practices and technologies.  Early on, Adrián demonstrates a 
desire to distance himself from the mediation of physicians and medical practices when he 
acquires antibiotics from a pharmacy when he suspects that his pregnancy symptoms are signs of 
amoebiasis, and when he brings his own bowel samples to the clinic to avoid laboratory costs. 
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Moreover, Adrián also questions the authority of the medical practitioners who are able unable to 
diagnose and treat medical conditions without the aid of laboratories and technological 
mediations.  According to the narrator, as a result of physicians’ inability to diagnose and treat 
medical conditions without the assistance of biomedical technologies, new forms of 
pseudoscientific, homeopathic, and ‘alternative medicinal practices’ have emerged in the social 
landscape when he states:  
“… [the medics] no pueden diagnosticar cuando de no ser pequeñeces nunca en 
realidad curan pues por eso hay naturist-
homeópatacunturistasyerberoquiropracticos y alópatas que se pelean la clientela y 
aseguran que sólo ellos y no sus competidores poseen el camino a la salud cuando 
sólo son el órgano legal que expide las actas de defunción y las incapacidades 
para presentarse a trabajar y se hacen ricos sin temer por quedarse sin clientela 
porque siguen siendo los hechiceros que alimentan el afán de inmortalidad del 
hombre su deseo de mantenerse joven y hablar de la salud y la vida como si 
tuvieran frascos que las contuvieran al mayoreo en una bodega privada atrás de su 
consultorio y dieran la dosis necesaria a la humanidad que por eso los busca y los 
necesita porque vive sin cuidarse y delega a ellos la responsabilidad de cuidar su 
cuerpo para luego hacerlos chivos expiatorios de sus males y la muerte…” (Calva 
11-12). 
“... [the medics] cannot diagnose unless they are minor ailments and never really 
cure for that reason there are naturist-
homeopathacupuncturistsherbalistschiropractors and allopaths who compete for 
clientele and ensure that only they and not their competitors possess the path to 
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healing when they are simply the legal body that issues death and disability 
certifications for work and they enrich themselves without fear of ending with no 
clients because they continue to be the sorcerers who feed the human’s longing 
for immortality and their desire to remain young and speak of health and life as if 
they held them in great quantities in containers at a private storage behind their 
offices and as if they could prescribe the necessary dose to humanity because that 
is the motive they are sought after and are needed because people live without 
self-care and delegate to them the responsibility of taking care of their bodies to 
later turn them into scapegoats of their ailments and death…” 
In addition to presenting a critique to the economic motives and the transactional nature that 
underlie medical treatments, Adrián also condemns humanity’s reliance on medical figures and 
practices as methods to fulfill their desires for youth, health, and to live longer lives.  Through 
this internal monologue, Adrián challenges societal naivete towards medical practices and their 
promises of health with the aid of physicians who are perceived as sources of knowledge and 
healing, without being critical of their underlying economic and political intentions.  Moreover, 
the passage also alludes to the role of the physicians in social regulation by warranting death 
certificates and work disability, revealing how these figures function as an extension of the State 
in regulating bodies regardless if they are dead or alive.  Although Adrián demonstrates a clearly 
antagonistic relationship to medical practices, given his pregnancy he is required to undergo 
medical procedures and supervision.  Even though José Rafael Calva presents medical 
mediations as regulatory and legitimizing discourses, the emergence of biomedicine and its 
growing reliance on technology for medical practices are utilized to demonstrate the contingency 
of medical and scientific knowledge to defy their abilities to pathologize homosexuality. 
146 
 
At different moments during the text, the protagonists allude to some of the most 
advanced medical treatments and scientific inventions of their time.  Reflecting from the present, 
Adrián states: “… nuestra época es tan compleja y avanzada… la década de los cincuentas ya 
parece francamente primitiva…” [“... our era is so complex and advanced… the decade of the 
fifties now seems frankly primitive…”] (Calva 42).  In the context of medicine, by the mid-
twentieth century medical professionals began to include and rely on technological devices to 
diagnose, treat, and relate to their patients.  Even though the use of technology has a long history, 
during the Cold War period the practice gained more standardized methods and gave rise to the 
“internationalization” of medicine intrinsically dependent on medical technologies.  Discussions 
on the history of technology, visual cultures, and medical practices, have examined the critical 
role of devices like photography and x-ray technologies at the end of the nineteenth century in 
developing scientific and evidence-based medical practices through which physicians began to 
train their visions according to positivist logics of modern medicine (Ostherr 4).  As examined by 
Elke Köppen, during the second half of the twentieth century there was an expansion and 
institutionalization of imaging technologies in medical practices.  The emergence of nuclear 
medicine in the 1950s presented new possibilities of relating to the patients’ bodies and placed a 
greater emphasis on the authority of mechanically produced images of the body.  In the 1960s 
and 1970s, the expansion of ultrasound technologies and computerized photography allowed for 
the production of internal body images that could be archived and reproduced without the harm 
of radiation (Köppen 183).  Köppen argues that during this period, the introduction and 
dependance on imaging technologies led to a “dehumanization” of the patient since the physician 
began to examine and treat patients according to medical images and data, rather than their own 
bodies (191).  In the case of visual medical documents, by the 1970s imaging technologies had 
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become integral for Western medical diagnostic and treatment methods (Jenkins 166).  These 
technologies are referenced in Calva’s Utopía gay and play a central role the plot of the story to 
challenge the scientific assumptions of biomedicine through the importance of ultrasound 
technologies and visual documents like sonograms. 
 The presence of ultrasound technologies in Calva’s Utopía gay does not simply allude to 
the medical landscape of the 1970s and the growing influence of medical images produced by 
technological mediations, but also serves as a critique to the growing physical distance between 
the doctor and the patient that has conceded medical authority to machines.  Although 
sonographs, at the time perceived as some of the most advanced forms for diagnosing and 
treating medical conditions reinforce the authority of technology in medical settings, these visual 
documents simultaneously challenge the scientific and evidence-based logics of biomedicine by 
exposing the inherent subjective interpretations of medical practitioners.  In his first internal 
monologue, Adrián states that the medics themselves cannot believe that he could be pregnant 
even though the production of sonograms confirm it by stating: “…si los médicos aun viendo las 
radiografías no creen que yo Adrián Santamaría Núñez tenga un feto vivo entre mis intestinos…” 
[ “…even the physicians who see the sonograms cannot believe that I Adrián Santamaría Núñez 
have a fetus in my intestines…”] (Calva 12).  While Carlos also shares an initial disbelief about 
the possibility of his partner’s pregnancy, he dismisses it when he sees the sonograms that 
depicts his unborn child when he says: “No puede ser. Simplemente no puede ser y sin embargo 
he visto las radiografías y no cabe la menor duda que dentro de Adrián se desarrolla un feto 
vivo” [“It can’t be possible. It is simply impossible however I have seen the sonograms and I 
have no doubt that a live fetus is developing inside Adrián”] (Calva 83).  Thus, it is significant to 
consider the different interpretations of the sonogram, a technologically produced document that 
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the protagonists perceive as a confirmation of the pregnancy, while the medics perceive it as a 
medical impossibility or abnormality.  These incidents could be interpreted as a critique of the 
underlying fictions of scientific knowledge and its growing reliance on technology and imaging 
technologies by exposing some of the contradictions and limitations.  Although the 
implementation of technologically mediated medical documents positions biomedicine as a 
scientific discipline, the scientific objectivity is challenged by factors like the medics’ subjective 
interpretations and their trust on machines that overlook their technical flaws and limitations 
(Jenkins 168-170).  Even though the sonogram follows some of the conventional features of 
imaging technologies in which a part of the patient’s anatomy is flattened, isolated, and 
objectified, the biological composition of Adrián as a man corrupts the image of the fetus and the 
medical, scientific, and heteronormative interpretation of such documents (173).  The 
demonstrated skepticism of the doctors in accepting that the sonograms confirm Adrian’s 
pregnancy, expose their inherent preconceptions shaped by their training and education.  Even 
after they are presented with sonograms, technologically produced and ‘objective’ 
representations that confirm the existence of a fetus, their preconceptions of the impossibility of 
a man to gestate a child remain influential in their reluctant diagnosis of Adrián’s pregnancy 
even if their own methods of diagnosis confirm it.   
Calva’s critique of the medical reliance on medical technologies as effective tools for 
diagnosis and treatment is further challenged through the humorous scene in which Ana, 
Adrián’s mother finds out that he is pregnant with the help of her domestic worker.  After 
fainting, Adrián is moved to a sofa where Ana notices that his son is bloated.  Calling on the help 
of Nicolasa, Ana’s domestic worker, an indigenous woman who migrated to Mexico City, Ana 
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demands her to touch Adrian’s stomach and explain what she feels.  After doing so, Nicolasa 
hesitantly confirms Adrián’s pregnancy by saying:  
“Pues, pues… ay siñora, yo seré, seré, yo seré muy ignoranta pero a mí se me 
aparece que sí, usté sabe, soy gente de campo, humilde y tonta pero no me gusta 
inventar cosas… y a usté le sonará imposible que un hombre tenga un niño 
adentro pero yo he sido madre y sé tentar a las vacas y a las borregas y eso es un 
niño que sí el jóven Nito es bendito porque la Virgencita ya le hizo el milagro si 
es regüena la patroncita que hace parir a las mismitas piedras si su voluntad lo 
quiere” (Calva 101-102) 
[“Well, well… oh ma’am, I may be, I may be, very ignorant but it seems to me 
that indeed, you know, I am a person from the countryside, humble and ignorant 
but I do not like to make things up… and to you it may sound impossible that a 
man may have a child inside but I have been a mother and I know how to palpate 
cows and sheep and that is certainly a child Nito is blessed because the Virgin has 
granted him this miracle she is so kind the patroness can even make stones give 
birth if her will desires it.”]  
In this passage, Nicolasa, who describes herself as a humble, ignorant, yet honest person, states 
that given her experience being a mother, and her past experiences in identifying pregnant cattle 
and sheep through touch in her hometown, she can confirm that Adrián is pregnant.  Although 
Nicolasa sees Adrián’s pregnancy as a miracle of the Virgin of Guadalupe as a demonstration of 
her immense power, the domestic worker is accurately capable of diagnosing the pregnancy 
without preconceived notions of what is biologically and scientifically possible.  The importance 
of touch in the process of diagnosis also challenges the physical distancing between patient and 
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physician that is reinforced by medical technologies.  Unlike the educated doctors who remain 
skeptic about Adrián’s condition, Nicolasa, an uneducated and marginalized social subject, is 
capable of diagnosing the pregnancy with a greater level of certainty than the doctors without the 
aid of modern technological mediations.  This scene could also be a critique of the role of the 
State during the post-revolutionary period when the government instituted medical and 
puericulture programs to provide medical assistance to women and children to ensure the health 
of the future citizens of the nation, displacing traditional forms of medical care provided by 
figures like midwives.  
 Although Calva’s Utopía gay presents a critique of clinical practices and the growing 
authority of technology in medicine to expose some of its limitations, the novel presents broader 
criticisms of these procedures and disciplines and their role in shaping and pathologizing 
homosexuality in 1970s Mexico.  One of the disciplines that appears in the novel and is 
constantly challenged and reformulated is psychoanalysis.  Adrián mentions that after every 
night of “true pleasure” with Carlos, they psychoanalyze each other so they can fully accept 
themselves as gays (15).  While the references to psychoanalysis reflect its popularity at the time, 
given the author’s assertion that Utopía gay was conceived as a form of amusement and as a 
mental exercise (Calva 158), one can interpret Adrián’s allusion to homosexuality as a form of 
deviance as a parody and critique of psychoanalytic discourses.  This is further reinforced when 
Adrián expresses that homosexuality is oppressed because it does not fit into bourgeois canons of 
normativity thus marginalizing homosexuals in society leading them to undergo psychoanalytic 
treatments.  Adrian addresses this by stating: “… las salas de espera están llenas de gays porque 
se sienten locos y creen que la homosexualidad es una enfermedad mental…” [… the waiting 
rooms are full with gays because they consider themselves crazy and think that homosexuality is 
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a mental illness…] (60, emphasis in the original).”  Through these assertions, Adrián not only 
alludes to the regularity in which homosexuals arrive to psychoanalysis as a way to treat their 
perceived pathology, but also provides a critique of the economic and social factors that allows 
them to access such treatments.  By utilizing the term gays, Calva alludes to the identity that 
emerged after Stonewall used to describe middle class, and professional homosexuals who often 
engaged in consumerist practices and cultural values associated with the United States.  
Moreover, Adrián similarly challenges psychoanalysis by appropriating psychoanalytic 
discourses as a form to defend homosexuality as a natural human condition by expressing that 
“…la homosexualidad no es una desviación ni enfermedad, es sólo el ser sexual del ello en la 
mente porque el ello es sexuado desde el principio y se inclina por un sexo…” [“… 
homosexuality is not a form of deviance nor an illness, it is simply the sexual dimension of the id 
in the mind because the id is sexed since the beginning and leans towards a particular sex…”]  
(72). 
 In addition to psychoanalysis other forms of medical disciplines appear throughout the 
text.  After finding out about Adrián’s pregnancy, Ana, who refuses to accept her son’s 
homosexuality and his pregnancy, recommends some medical treatments.  During a phone call, 
Ana expresses her concerns and provides medical recommendations to her son, who she calls 
Nito, by saying: “¿De veras así, naciste Nito? ¿Y por qué no me lo dijiste antes? Te voy a llevar 
a un médico de sexo para que te opere y se te quite eso. Ya verás que bien te vas a sentir 
después” [“Were you really born like this Nito? And why didn’t you tell me before? I will take 
you to a sex doctor to operate you and remove that from you. You will see how good you will 
feel afterwards”] (Calva 105).  Although Adrián quickly rejects his mother’s recommendation to 
undergo surgery to cure his condition and remove his unborn child, the reference to a “sex 
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doctor” alludes to burgeoning influence of sexology.  As examined by Eva Alcántara and Ivonne 
Szasz, in the decade of the 1970s the discipline of sexology emerged and was institutionalized in 
Mexico in response to the Mexican State’s interest in population control.90  In a social context in 
which the reduction of population was a governmental goal alongside the feminist demands for 
autonomy over women’s bodies, the government instituted family planning programs in the 
national medical system that encouraged contraceptive practices (29-30).  With the formation of 
institutions like the Mexican Association of Sexology (1969), which focused on clinical 
sexology, and The Medical Association of Sexual Education (1972), specialized on educational 
sexology, the discipline of sexology gained recognition and influence which would culminate in 
1979 when Mexico City hosted the Fourth World Congress on Sexology (32).  As a result of the 
Mexican state’s commitment to sexual education and population control in the 1970s and 1980s, 
the first generation of Mexican sexologists greatly benefited from governmental support and 
public resources (42).   However, given the history of the founders and participants of these 
organizations, that initially included a small group of gynecologists and urologist to later include 
specialists from other disciplines like sociologists, psychologists, anthropologists, and teachers, 
institutional Mexican sexology was founded on scientific, sociological, and medical approaches 
to the study of sexuality (32).  Alcántara and Szasz argue that the scientific discourses produced 
by these professionals on sex revolved around a biological and naturalistic approaches of fixed 
sexual identities while feminist and queer critiques that challenge the essentialist construction of 
gender and sexual remained weak (41-42).   
 
90 See, Martínez Manautou, Jorge. 1982. The Demographic Revolution in Mexico, 1970-1980. Mexico 




As demonstrated through a phone conversation, Adrian’s mother cannot accept the 
explanations provided by his son about his condition as a homosexual man who inexplicably was 
able to gestate a child.  The troubled mother presents his son with an ultimatum: either he 
receives medical treatment, or she will end communication with him.  Ana states: “Quiero que 
vayas a ver un especialista, no sé, un psiquiatra, un endocrinólogo, los dos tal vez” [“I want you 
to go see a specialist, I don’t know, a psychiatrist, an endocrinologist, perhaps both.”] (176).  
Even though Adrián refuses to follow his mother’s demands by responding “es que a mí me 
gusta ser como soy” [I like being the way I am] (176), Ana’s recommendation for her son to see 
specialists allude to the medicalization of homosexuality in Mexico.  Furthermore, the references 
provided by Ana to disciplines like endocrinology, psychiatry, and sexology as possible 
treatments to cure her son, coincide with the historical moment of the 1970s when these 
disciplines were influential in the construction of homosexuality in the country.  Thus, the 
growing discussions of sexology in Mexico that surround Calva’s Utopía gay are referenced by 
Ana who recommends her son to see a sexologist, a psychiatrist, and an endocrinologist under 
the assumption that these professionals are capable of ‘curing’ abnormal sexual conditions.  
In addition to the recurrent criticisms of contemporary biomedicine, Calva’s Utopía gay 
presents broader epistemic critiques that foreground the limitations of science and medicine.  
Through reflections on the scientific community’s early rejections of Galileo’s contributions to 
the contemporary fascination with technology as medical apparatuses, Adrián alludes to the 
contingency of scientific production and its historical reformulations (53).  Moreover, he also 
challenges the monopoly of “scientific” knowledge production to trained professionals by 
presenting the scientific potentials of aesthetics and the humanities.  During another internal 
monologue, Adrián expresses: “… si Nietzsche bien dijo que Dostoievski fue el único que pudo 
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enseñarle psicología y algo parecido dijo también Freud que coño que sin los trágicos griegos y 
Shakespeare no hubiera psicoanálisis…” […If Nietzsche said that Dostoevsky was the only one 
who could teach him psychology and something similar was said by Freud that hell that without 
the Greek tragedies and Shakespeare there would be no psychoanalysis…”] (146).  Through this 
statement, Adrián establishes a critical genealogy that challenges the authority of mental health 
disciplines allegedly rooted in scientific foundations.  Moreover, the epistemic disruptions of 
medical and scientific knowledge also expand to discussions of the history of homosexuality and 
its pathologization. 
According to Adrián, homosexuality is a mysterious phenomenon that is difficult to 
comprehend and explain unless one is homosexual.  Describing the sexual being as one 
surrounded by mystery, Adrián states that if there were specific determining psychological, 
sociological, and cultural factors that conduce to homosexuality, he cannot comprehend how he 
is the only homosexual person in his family that includes seven heterosexual siblings (73).  He 
further discusses the mysteries of homosexuality and the failed attempts by scientific and 
medical disciplines to define this condition by stating:  
 “…este fenómeno [homosexuality] que ni siquiera ha podido definirse de manera 
científica de forma definitiva y satisfactoria porque para empezar no hay dos 
casos iguales y los investigadores no saben si tomar pautas clínicas sociológicas o 
de conducta y hay perdidos que toman pautas psicopatológicas porque en todas 
ellas hay pistas y en ninguna se ve claro porque como digo yo cuando se está más 
cerca de la verdad es cuando menos certeza se tiene de si ya es la verdad 
definitiva... (45).   
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[“...this phenomenon [homosexuality] has not being defined in a scientific manner 
definitively and satisfactory because to begin there are no two identical cases and 
researchers do not know if they should take socio-clinical or behavioral guidelines and 
there are some disoriented ones that take psychopathological guidelines because in all of 
them are clues and in neither is clearly defined because as I say when one is closer to the 
truth is when one is less certain if that is the definitive truth…”] 
Through this statement, Adrián presents a landscape of disciplinary approaches to the study of 
homosexuality through sociology, behavioral sciences, and psychopathological examinations all 
of which have failed to provide a definitive definition of homosexuality.  This assertion echoes 
the argument of Siobhan Guerrero McManus who states that the disciplinary histories of 
homosexuality in Mexico unveil their complex and ontologically porous subjects of analysis 
because it is difficult to determine if these genealogies trace a particular discourse, a political 
practice, a community of subjects, or an individual or collective identity (“Re-trazos de una 
historia” 72).  These diverse histories of scientific and medical attempts in defining 
homosexuality are explicitly rejected by Adrián who does not require an explanation of his 
condition and pregnancy by stating: “…soy el hombre más feliz del mundo y ni le busco más 
dejándolo a los investigadores científicos sin quehacer que lo investiguen después…” [“…I am 
the happiest man in the world and I don’t examine it it leaving it to the scientific researchers who 
have nothing to do to research it later…”] (53).  Through this declaration, Adrián expresses his 
content with his homosexuality and pregnancy, and displaces the pursuit of possible explanations 
to scientists if they wish to do so.  Therefore, José Rafael Calva’s Utopía gay presents a strong 
defense of homosexuality amidst the growing influence of psychiatric and biomedical 
technologies in Mexico.  By engaging in a deconstructive approach with science and medicine, 
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Calva exposes the ambitions and limitations of scientific disciplines in achieving “definitive 
truths.”  Through this process, Calva argues that these disciplines are always contingent to their 
cultural and political contexts and are subjected to change.  These inconsistencies are juxtaposed 
to the presence of homosexuality as a continuous, natural, and diverse human experience that has 
endured time and regulation unlike scientific and medical disciplines that often rely on unstable 
and constantly evolving, methodological and ideological foundations.  
Conclusion 
  
Completed in 1977, Luis Zapata’s El vampiro de la colonia Roma and José Rafael 
Calva’s Utopía gay are two works of fiction that reflect some of the critical concerns that would 
incite the public and political demonstrations of the Frente Homosexual de Acción 
Revolucionaria in Mexico the following year.  These works engage with the biomedical, 
psychological, and psychiatric debates of the decade that examined the possible medical 
diagnosis of homosexuality.  In Zapata’s novel, the protagonist Adonis, a marginalized 
homosexual subject who engages in recreational and prescribed use of pharmaceutical and 
psychotropic drugs calls into question the efficacy of psychiatry in providing appropriate medical 
treatments for mental illness.  Through his critical reflections on the negative physiological and 
cognitive side effects of pharmaceutical drugs, Adonis challenges the authority and assumptions 
of his psychiatrist.  Moreover, through the diagnosis of Adonis as a hypochondriac, Zapata 
constructs the protagonist as a medical patient who pushes psychiatry’s disciplinary and 
scientific foundations to the limits.  Thus, as a medical patient who refuses conventional 
psychiatric diagnosis and treatment methods, Zapata challenges the authority of the discipline as 
capable of defining homosexuality as a pathology.  In the case of Calva, the possibility of male 
pregnancy is presented as an act of defiance to the authority of medical disciplines by unveiling 
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their scientific and historical contingencies while exposing the uncritical adoption of technology 
in medical settings and the implicit biases of medical professionals.  Moreover, Calva presents 
homosexuality as a continuous historical phenomenon that has existed longer than the modern 
biomedical technologies that attempt to determine if the condition is pathological and treatable.  
In both works, the theme of futurity is a central element that displace the protagonists from social 
and medical regulations.  In the case of Adonis, the novel ends with his reflection on the 
possibility of an extraterrestrial abduction that would exile him from his earthly circumstances 
while he fantasies on interspecies sexual contact.  In the case of Calva’s novel, the guiding trope 
of male pregnancy and the protagonists’ plans on starting a society free of homophobia is 
disrupted by the end of the novel in which the birth of their child is omitted.  The emphasis on 
the future of these characters presented by Zapata and Calva could engage with the optimism and 
hopefulness of the Frente Homosexual de Acción Revolucionaria which began to organize earlier 
in the decade and will emerge into the public spheres in the fight for social acceptance and 
political recognition one year after the completion of both novels.  Nonetheless, the optimism of 
the movement came to a halt with the arrival of the HIV/AIDS crisis in Mexico the following 
decade that would be devastating for the continuation of the Homosexual Liberation Movement 
with the deaths of many of the organizers and activists.  As a result, the initial interventions in 
medical spaces by activists to challenge the homophobic nature of medicine would be 
reformulated with the arrival of the pandemic.  The practices of oppression and homophobic 
attitudes towards homosexual subjects during the 1970s by medical disciplines will continue in 
the 1980s with the arrival of the HIV/AIDS crisis.  These forms of oppression will take shape in 
forms of State and medical discrimination and inaction to research and prevent the spread of the 
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virus, articulating a new form of medical homophobia that consisted in denying medical support 





Chapter 4: Viral Visualities: Latex Skins, Aseptic Sexualities, and the Specter 
of HIV in Mexican Art, 1984-1994 
 
Two years after the New York Times published its infamous article “Rare Cancer Seen in 
41 Homosexuals” (1981)91 reporting a rare and fatal form of cancer that was diagnosed in a 
group of homosexual men in New York and California, the first cases of what would later be 
named the Human Immunodeficiency Virus and Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome 
(HIV/AIDS), were reported in Mexico.  Although the first cases of this condition were identified 
in September of 1983, the Mexican government was hesitant to publicly acknowledge them until 
July 22, 1984, when Martin Campuzano, director of National Institute of Nutrition (Instituto 
Nacional de Nutrición Salvador Zubirán, INNSZ), confirmed the existence of fourteen cases of 
HIV/AIDS involving subjects who identified as homosexuals or had traveled to the United States 
or Paris (Rangel Flores 202).  While these initial declarations by the Mexican authorities allude 
to some of the social and political factors that influenced the transnational circulation of the HIV 
virus like class, particular sexual practices, and transnational migration, the statements 
simultaneously reinforce the State’s historical construction of homosexuality, and in this context, 
the HIV virus as antinational and foreign evils.  The slow and inconsistent responses from State 
health institutions to actively address the impact of the virus in addition to the vocal statements 
by Church officials who described the HIV/AIDS crisis as a form of divine punishment to those 
engaged in practices condemned by the church, were reinforced by the media propelling the 
social stigma towards those affected by the virus (202).  According to Carlos Monsiváis, in the 
early stage of the HIV/AIDS crisis, the Mexican media constructed the virus as a symptom of 
moral illness that prompted the increase of homophobic hate crimes that were reported in the 
 




sensationalist press (“De como el prejuicio”).  Thus, the inadequate responses from State health 
institutions, the misinformation campaigns led by right-wing and religious groups, and the 
negative depictions of the virus in the press encouraged the social stigmatization of people living 
with HIV/AIDS, particularly homosexuals. 
 In this chapter I examine the artistic production by Mexican artists Julio Galán, Nahum 
B. Zenil, and art collective Taller Documentación visual (TDV) [Visual Documentation 
Workshop] who came to national and international prominence during the second half of the 
1980s and early 1990s in conjunction to the HIV/AIDS crisis.  My analysis begins with the work 
by gay artists Julio Galán and Nahum B. Zenil and their reluctance to explicitly address the 
pandemic even though their sexual identities and desires were recurring themes in their work.  
As canonical figures of the Neomexicanist movement, Galán and Zenil have received significant 
critical attention.  These studies, however, primarily examine the artists’ negotiation of 
Neomexicanist aesthetics and their particular critical and aesthetic concerns, overlooking the 
social context of the HIV/AIDS pandemic in which their works were created.  In my analysis I 
address the initial hesitance by both artists to make explicit references to the HIV/AIDS crisis 
and its social effects as a result of the uncertainty surrounding the virus and the social stigma that 
associated it with homosexuality.  Moreover, my analysis demonstrates that while both Galán 
and Zenil avoided explicit references the pandemic in their work, the specter of the virus is 
alluded through artistic and technical practices like the desexualization of the gay body, the 
depiction of dense allegorical scenes that depict sexual intimacy as risky yet desirable, and the 
aesthetic and visual references to condoms.  My study then moves to the artistic production by 
Taller Documentación Visual, a militant art collective that included gay activists whose 
pedagogically oriented work actively encouraged “safe sex” practices, best exemplified by the 
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recurrent use of the condom as a visual trope.  Although TDV’s multimedia works often included 
homoerotic imagery actively addressing the specific urgency of condom use to control the spread 
of the HIV virus among homosexual communities, their overall work was intended to educate 
the general public about the risks of unprotected sex.  While my analysis of these artists 
addresses their specific aesthetic and critical concerns, I pay particular attention the 
appropriation of the condom as an aesthetic, medical, and political trope that responds to the 
social conditions of the HIV/AIDS crisis.  I argue that Julio Galán’s engagement with the 
condom reflects his particular fears regarding sexual contact while positioning the latex device as 
an effective preventive method against the HIV virus.  In the case of Zenil, a devout Catholic 
artist, I sustain that his work alluding to religious imagery and his self-portrait with a condom 
covering his entire body reflect the artist’s perception of condom use as a personal responsibility, 
while defying the Catholic Church’s condemnation of its social implementation to convey its 
social urgency.  My analysis concludes with the multimedia work of Taller of Documentación 
Visual and their recurrent inclusion of condoms in their pedagogically oriented artistic practices 
intended to inform on the importance of the device to control the spread of the virus.  More 
specifically, I examine how TDV’s projects encouraging “safe sex” practices, especially among 
gay and homosexual communities, foreshadows the critical role of public health and activist 
campaigns promoting condom use among these groups in the mediation of new articulations of 
sexual desire.  To conclude, this chapter demonstrates the evolving conceptions of the HIV virus 
as reflected by Mexican art produced between 1984 and 1994, and how the condom became 
central aesthetic, medical, and political device that emerged as a literal and symbolic mediating 




Gay Neomexicanisms and the Absence of Illness 
 
 Since the early discussions of HIV/AIDS in Mexico, the country’s health institutions 
advanced the association between homosexuality and the HIV virus.  For instance, in August of 
1985, Juan Antonio Román, epidemiologist at the Secretariat of Health, implemented a public 
health campaign targeting gay centers of gathering that consisted in performing the “necessary” 
medical studies to “suspected” subjects with the goal of preventing the spread of the virus in 
Mexico City (Rangel Flores 203).  Likewise, the association of homosexuality and HIV was 
reinforced by some Mexican physicians who declared that the larger Mexican population was not 
to worry about HIV transmission and infection because they did not belong to a “risk group.”  
Through these assertions, medical professionals designated the HIV virus as a sign of moral and 
sexual deviance consolidating homophobic attitudes within the medical system while justifying 
their inaction, and at times their explicit refusal to provide medical care to HIV-positive patients 
(Carrillo 213-14).  Actions by the State to research and control the impact of the virus began with 
the creation of the National Committee for the Prevention and Control of AIDS (CNPCS) in 
1986 and The National Council for the Prevention and Control of AIDS (CONASIDA) in 1988, 
in great part as a result of activist demands for humane and specialized medical care (Debroise 
79).  Even though these institutions attempted to implement HIV/AIDS education and prevention 
campaigns that encouraged condom use as the most effective method to prevent HIV 
transmission, they also faced resistance from the Catholic church and conservative factions of the 
government and society who condemned prevention campaigns and opposed the open 
discussions of condom use in television and the press (Rangel Flores 204).  In this context of 
slow State action, active opposition to preventive public health campaigns, and sensationalist 
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misinformation campaigns that often blamed the victims living with the virus, these factors 
exacerbated the HIV/AIDS crisis in Mexico. 
As the HIV virus spread in Mexico, a generation of gay artists who actively addressed 
their identities and sexual desires in their work came to national and international notoriety.  In 
the mid-1980s, art critic Teresa del Conde coined the term Neomexicanismo [Neomexicanism] to 
describe the artistic practices of a diverse group of contemporary artists whose work engaged, 
reflected, and challenged the traditional constructions of Mexican national identity (Ortega 4).  
Through the revival of themes and images from religious traditions, patriotic symbols, and 
popular and pre-hispanic cultures as visual and technical influences, Neomexicanist artists 
collapsed the official monolithic construction of national identity (Eckman 13).  Moreover, given 
the cultural context of postmodernist debates in art of the 1980s, Neomexicanist artists 
understood national identity as a construction that was more restraining than liberating, and 
therefore could be destroyed and redefined (Oles 377).  With an affinity for fragmentation, 
collage, and mixed media works, Neomexicanist artists appropriated, reinforced, and subverted 
official conceptions of national identity through figurative work visually derived from 
nationalist, religious, and popular traditions where the traditional, the sacred, and the profane 
coexisted (Lucie-Smith 189).  The label of the artistic movement has nonetheless come into 
scrutiny by recent art history and criticism that has described the term Neomexicanismo as an 
overly simplistic concept considering the diversity of critical, technical, and aesthetic concerns 
displayed by the participating artists.  One of these critiques was explored by the exhibition 
¿Neomexicanismos? Ficciones identitarias en el México de los ochenta [Neomexicanisms?: 
Identitarian Fictions in 1980s Mexico], curated by Josefa Ortega in 2012 that was held at Mexico 
City’s Museum of Modern Art.  According to Ortega, the use of Neomexicanisms in plural as a 
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reformulation of the original concept emphasizes the diversity of aesthetic and critical concerns 
of the artists who explored Mexican identity as socially constructed (4).  The exhibition 
examined the variants of Neomexicanist artistic practices through the curatorial organization of 
works according to frameworks like the relationship between portraiture and identity, the 
connection between parody and cultural collage, and the appropriation of patriotic symbols, 
indigenous cultures, and popular culture to revise national stereotypes.  Moreover, considering 
the importance of the construction of identity in the work of Neomexicanist artists, sexuality 
emerged as a central theme as reflected by the significant number of gay artists from this 
generation.  This phenomenon is elaborated by cultural critics Oliver Debroise and Cuauhtémoc 
Medina in their discussion of Neomexicanism and gay identity when they state:  
“The heart of what has been called, in a reductive way, neo-mexicanism, is not a 
mere repetition of motifs stemming from cultural exhaustion, but rather a 
proclamation of an aesthetic situated at the margins of culture and sexuality, 
between the clichés of high and low-culture, between masculinity and femininity. 
This helps explain the importance that ironic commentaries on national symbols 
had for local gay culture” (Debroise & Medina 314).  
This observation is particularly significant for this project because it emphasizes the specific 
appropriation of patriotic symbols and popular culture by Neomexicanist gay artists to reflect on 
issues of national and sexual identities.  Although gay Neomexicanist artists have received 
attention on how they engage with the aesthetic concerns of the movement, criticism has yet to 
extensively address how the growing uncertainty and social homophobia resulting from the 
HIV/AIDS pandemic influenced their artistic practices that coincided with their critical and 
commercial success in the 1980s and 1990s.  As an initial intervention on the subject, I will now 
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examine the work of Julio Galán and Nahum B. Zenil, two of the main representatives of 
Neomexicanist art, and arguably of what could be called “Gay Neomexicanisms.”92 
Through an analysis of a series of works by Julio Galán and Nahum B. Zenil that have 
largely remained understudied, I demonstrate how the artists’ specific subject positions 
influenced by factors like class, race, and gender expressions in addition to their specific critical, 
aesthetic, and political concerns impacted their engagement with the HIV/AIDS crisis.  While 
the HIV virus remains visually absent in most of their early work, I argue that the specter of the 
virus remains an influential factor for the overall inspiration and composition of their works and 
is explicitly referenced through the sporadic allusions to condoms.  I demonstrate how through 
strategic uses of religious symbolism, dense allegories, and practices of omission, Galán and 
Zenil reflect on their anxieties, uncertainties, and desires in the context of the HIV/AIDS crisis.  
In my analysis of Julio Galán’s works produced between 1984 and 1990 during his stay in New 
York, the city in the United States that was the most impacted by the HIV/AIDS virus, I examine 
how through highly allegorical work the artist was capable of addressing his sexual desires and 
personal uncertainties, best exemplified by his works on reserved sexuality and ‘safe’ sexual 
practices.  Similarly, through the analysis of the work of Nahum B. Zenil, I argue that through 
his strategic appropriation of Catholic imagery and religious dogmas, the artist challenged the 
homophobic discourses perpetuated by the Church, while positioning the homosexual subject as 





92 Although Nahum B. Zenil and Julio Galán are two of representative figures of “Gay Neomexicanisms” 
other artists that could be included in this group are Armando Cristeto, Gustavo Prado, and even Taller 
Documentación Visual. See, Derda, Nicholas. 2012. “El laberinto de la vulnerabilidad: Representando 








Figure 17: Julio Galán. Paseo por Nueva York con dolor de cabeza y barajas de lotería [Walk Through 
New York with a Headache and Lotería Cards], 1984. Oil on Canvas. 78 x 60 in. 
Born in Múzquiz, Coahuila in an upper-class mining family of Spanish descent, Julio 
Galán (1958-2006) moved to Monterrey at the age of 10 where he spent his young adulthood.  
After dropping out of the Universidad de Monterrey’s architecture program, Galán devoted to 
painting full-time and quickly emerged in the national art scene after receiving various awards in 
national painting competitions.  He was consolidated as one of the most important artists of his 
generation after being the recipient of the 1981 award for painting granted by the prestigious 
Salón Nacional de Artes Plásticas, just one year after his first exhibition.  Frequently called the 
enfant terrible of Mexican art, Galán’s work is characterized by a highly autobiographical and 
expressionist style that documents the artist’s recurrent fears, obsessions, and impulses.  
Moreover, through a multiplicity of fluid representations that often reference his childhood and 
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personal anxieties decorated by literal and symbolic costumes, the artist produced works that 
depict perpetual celebrations of artifice, fluidity, and spectacularity (Pitol 8).  Moreover, Galán’s 
work reflects the artist’s recurrent sense of suffering derived from his turbulent life as a 
“misunderstood” person and artist through highly allegorical works surrounded by 
homoeroticism and sadism that depict the artist embodying diverse identities that fluctuate 
between human and animal as well male and female.  In addition to technical and aesthetic 
practices like stabbing canvases and the recurrent references to solitude, physical harm, and 
death, Galán’s visually compelling work has been described as pessimistic, narcissistic, and 
esoteric due to its often indecipherable scenes.  Although Galán’s sexuality was not explicitly 
disclosed by the artist himself, after his death, cultural and art critics have designated him as a 
“gay” artist derived from the analysis of his work that is saturated with homoerotic and 
pornographic overtones in addition to his occasional crossdressing.93  In an interview with José 
Garza, Julio Galán was asked if he was homosexual to which he responded: “I am sexual.”94  
While this statement complicates the categorization of his sexual identity, it also allows the artist 
to reinforce the enigma surrounding his persona.  Galán’s desire to pursue painting 
professionally, led to his relocation to New York City in 1984 at the age of 25 where he rapidly 
emerged into prominence in the local art scene.  His 1985 solo exhibition at the Art Mart Gallery 
in the East Village caught the attention of Andy Warhol who soon after published some of 
Galán’s work in his magazine Interview, propelling the artist’s success and popularity.  One of 
the earliest works created by Julio Galán during his stay in New York starting in 1984 is the 
 
93 Carlos Monsivais. 2007. “Acitrón de un fandango. Juegos infantiles y sueños de madurez en la obra de 
Julio Galán.” Julio Galán. Pensando en ti, Monterrey: Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Monterrey. 
 
94 Garza, José. 2013. Fuego al museo. Perfiles y entrevistas con pintores contemporáneos. Culiacán: 
Universidad Autónoma de Sinaloa. 
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painting titled Paseo por Nueva York con dolor de cabeza y barajas de lotería [Walk Through 
New York with a Headache and Lotería Cards].95  This painting [Fig. 17] is significant because it 
is the only work I have come across in which the artist makes explicit references to his stay in 
New York and his initial impressions of the urban metropolis. The composition of Paseo por 
Nueva York presents a self-portrait of the artist surrounded by the cityscape of New York at 
night.  The oversized figure of Galán that stands out against the high-rise buildings of the city is 
delimited by a rectangular frame reminiscent of large billboards and advertisements 
characteristic of the urban landscape of 1980s New York.  The playful and iconographic 
influences of Neomexicanist aesthetics appear in this work in the form of characters and objects 
from Mexican popular culture that navigate the city.  The figures depicted by Galán are derived 
from Mexican lotería, a popular game often compared to bingo which relies on visual 
representations instead of numeric symbols.96  The characters that make up the visual archive of 
Mexican lotería come from diverse cultural references like people of different social and 
economic statuses, Mexican flora and fauna, and quotidian objects like musical instruments, 
fruits, and cooking utensils.  In terms of the composition, the two vertical scenes framing the 
main figure depict different characters using the New York subway system, while the horizontal 
scene presents a series of shops displaying lotería objects that are for sale.  Through these artistic 
gestures, Galán naturalizes his Mexican identity as significant for the overall dynamics of New 
 
95 As discussed by Teresa Eckmann, after selling this painting to fashion designer Nicole Miller, Galán 
received additional patronage, exhibition opportunities, and friendship from her acquaintances that 
included figures like Edith DeAK, Paige Powell, and Andy Warhol. See, Eckmann, Teresa. 2018. “Julio 
Galán and the Type: Fashioning a “Border” Aesthetic.” In Visual Typologies from the Early Modern to 
the Contemporary, 277-290. New York: Routledge.  
 
96 For a discussion on Lotería’s appropriation in queer Latinx cultural production see: Stacey, Alex. 2018. 
“La Lotería Mexicana: Playing with Heteronormativity.” The Routledge Companion to Gender, Sex, and 
Latin American Culture, edited by Luis Aldama Frederick, 57-69. London: Routledge. 
169 
 
York while simultaneously presenting Mexican culture as commercially valuable.  In the self-
portrait scene, Galán presents his colossal figure surrounded by three buildings that are 
appropriated by the flora and fauna from the game, likely as a commentary about the tension 
between nature and urbanization in the city.  Furthermore, Galan’s figure becomes the center of 
the overall scene not simply by its scale, but also by the use of color as a central element of 
visual guidance.  Even though the night overtakes most of the scene, Galán’s yellow jacket that 
is stamped with images of the cactus, the shrimp, and the fish disrupts the darkness of the overall 
scene.  While Paseo por Nueva York con dolor de cabeza y barajas de lotería could be 
interpreted as the artist’s reflection on his initial impressions of New York at the time of his 
arrival as an overwhelming and overstimulating city capable of producing headaches, the 
strategic inclusion of the symbol of the skull on the main figure’s pink hat alludes to the presence 
of death in the artist’s mind perhaps as a result of the social context of the HIV/AIDS crisis. 
Moreover, the inclusion of the heart, the largest figure used from the lotería in the work, as a 
bleeding organ that stains the artist’s jacket suggests ongoing physical and emotional pain.  
Considering that New York was one of the earliest identified and most affected cities by the HIV 
virus in the United States, this work could be interpreted as the artist’s perception of the city as 
an ominous place upon his arrival given the context of the pandemic.  Departing from this early 
intervention of Galán’s ambivalent relationship with the HIV virus in his work, I will now 
examine two of his mature works in which the artist develops more sophisticated and evasive 




Figure 18: Julio Galán, Do You Want to Make Love with Me, 1986. Oil on Canvas. 51.5 x 73.7 in. 
 
Two years after Paseo por Nueva York, Julio Galán created Do You Want to Make Love 
with Me (1986) [Fig. 18], a dream-like and fantastical scene representative of the artist’s mature 
two-dimensional work.  This work presents a figure of Galán suspended in the air in a 
spectacular scene reminiscent of a deadly trapeze act.  The surrounding landscape is comprised 
by a prominent body of water surrounded by mountains, some vegetation, and the miniscule 
figure of a human on a boat.  Do You Want to Make Love with Me exemplifies Galán’s 
characteristic style of sophisticated allegorical self-portraits derived from his biographical and 
intimate experiences.  The depicted scene reflects the discussion by Sergio Pitol on the role of 
storytelling in the work of Galán.  According to the Mexican writer and cultural critic, Galan’s 
works often present a story frozen in time that contain autobiographical fragments and references 
to his emotional states, in poetic atmospheres that compel the spectator to create individual 
stories and interpretations based on the depicted scenes and characters (10).  The intentional 
interpretative opacity of Galán’s work can also be perceived in this work, in which no singular 
narrative possibility is dominant.  However, considering that Galán painted Do You Want to 
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Make Love with Me in 1986 while living in New York and the title that explicitly asks for sexual 
intimacy, the work must be interpreted as a critical reflection on the artist’s uncertainties 
surrounding gay sexual intimacy in the context of the HIV/AIDS crisis. 
Although themes of detachment like levitation, suspension, and flying have been 
identified as recurring aesthetic components of the Galán’s work that symbolize the artist’s fears, 
anxieties, and uncertainties, the representation of the suspended artist holding on to a ropeless 
trapeze in Do You Want to Make Love with Me presents levitation as a risky and possibly deadly 
act (Reyes Palma 21).  The overall sense of tranquility and stability of the landscape is disrupted 
by the long red coat partially distorted through brushstrokes that suggest the figure’s movement 
and dynamism.  At the opposing side of Galán’s suspended figure, we can observe four black 
spheres of increasing sizes positioned on a static trapeze, suggesting that this ambiguous body is 
the partner in Galan’s risky spectacle.  As recurrent visual elements in Galán’s work, spheres 
have been interpreted as ambiguous symbols that change meaning according to their specific 
settings (Pitol 13).  Therefore, considering the title of the work, these spheres could be 
interpreted as the abstracted representation of Galan’s sexual partner.  Moreover, the overall 
depiction of sexual contact as adventurous, uncertain, and risky in Do You Want to Make Love 
with Me is reinforced by the work’s formal elements that suggest physical, geographical, and 
temporal distancing. 
While this work by Galán depicts an identifiable yet intriguing landscape, through the 
inclusion of a small island at center of the canvas the artist disrupts the visual cohesion of the 
scene consciously subverting the conventions and aspirations for realism of the landscape 
tradition.  Although this small piece of land becomes an ambiguous space that engages with the 
surrounding mountainous landscape and projects a shadow onto the water below, the strategic 
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technical elements like framing and color tonality present the island as a liminal space within the 
larger composition.  The strategic use of darker browns to frame the rectangular island scene 
produces an effect of foreshortening that situates the island scene at the forefront, ontologically 
challenging the unity of the landscape.  Likewise, upon closer examination of the small scene 
one can notice the artist’s implementation of lighter tones of browns and yellows that illuminate 
the island likely produced by a different source of light that differs from the rest of the landscape, 
suggesting that this framed scene is governed by alternative logics of time and space.  Moreover, 
the simulated vertical line that is explicitly visible at the bottom half of the work as a black line, 
further destabilizes the sense of unity and proximity of the overall scene.  The suggested vertical 
line that separates the work (except for the island scene), is reminiscent of the painting tradition 
of diptychs, works that are conceived as two separate panels that comprise a complementary 
representation or theme.  This artistic gesture further reinforces the sense of physical distancing 
between the two main figures engaging in the spectacle and erotic foreplay.    
In his discussion of the treatment of homosexuality in the work of Julio Galán, Rudi 
Bleys states that in the artist’s work “almost always, homosexuality is adorned with a sense of 
‘unattainableness’” (125).  The sense of “unattainableness” of homoerotic contact and pleasure 
that is recurrent in Galán’s oeuvre is explicitly identifiable in Do You Want to Make Love with 
Me.  While this piece could be interpreted as interpreted as the artist’s recurrent personal 
reflections, sexual desires, and fears that “embody the most critical, ironic, and pessimistic strain 
of Neomexicanism” (Oles 383), the specific social conditions of New York during the 
HIV/AIDS crisis in which Do You Want to Make Love with Me was produced can be interpreted 
as the artist’s yearning for sexual intimacy in a social context of great uncertainty.  The circus-
like spectacle performed by Galán and his abstract sphere-shaped suitor is surrounded by an aura 
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of danger and unpredictability that is supported by the aesthetic and technical elements that 
obstruct the figures’ encounter through gestures of symbolic distancing and physical separation.  
Moreover, the natural setting in which the encounter takes place, a drastic contrast to the urban 
environment of New York in which Galán created the work, further reinforces the painting’s 
theme that while sexual contact is possible, it must occur in a distant fantastical location 
governed by alternative logics of time and space and perhaps where the HIV virus does not exist.  
Nonetheless, in Do You Want to Make Love with Me Galán depicts sexual contact as a desirable 
yet risky act that can conclude with fatal outcomes.  The uncertainty surrounding the erotic play 
depicted in the work is transmitted to the viewer who wonders about the possible conclusion.  
Was the final outcome of this dangerous spectacle one of sexual pleasure or death? 
 
Figure 19: Julio Galán, Relámpagos naranjas [Orange Thunders], 1989. Oil, Silk Flowers, Plastic 
Cherries, Ribbon, and Dildos on Canvas. 52 x 84.5 in. 
By the late 1980s, Julio Galán had emerged as one of the most celebrated Latin American 
artists and a critical figure in the art scene of New York City.  In May of 1989, he was included 
in the show “Magicians of the World” held at the Pompidou Centre in Paris further legitimizing 
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Galán’s work within institutional artistic spaces internationally.  Two months before the opening 
of the show, Galán exhibited his work titled Relámpagos Naranjas [Orange Thunders] [Fig. 19] 
at Annina Nosei Gallery in New York.  Created at the peak of his career, Relámpagos Naranjas 
reflects Galán’s artistic evolution from oil paintings to multimedia works that challenged the 
autonomy and two-dimensional delimitations of the canvas.  Furthermore, this work encapsulates 
Galán’s mature multimedia work that reflects the influences of the New York neo-avant garde 
scene of the 1980s and the work of artists like Julian Schnabel, David Salle, and Francesco 
Clemente.  Relámpagos Naranjas presents a recognizable scene that is reminiscent of both a 
landscape and a still life.  To the left of the work, we can observe the figure of a nude muse who 
gazes at the distance while her body is surrounded by vegetation, flowers, and fruits conveying a 
sense of fertility.  This is further supported by a series of large oranges surrounded by green 
leaves and flowers that occupy a great portion of the canvas.  Radically challenging the two-
dimensional delimitations of the canvas and overall scene, in addition to plastic cherries and cut-
outs of flowers, Galán also includes four dildos that penetrate the exhibition space.  The 
inclusion of dildos, synthetic objects explicitly associated with sexual pleasure, reinforce the 
sense of eroticism and sexuality that surrounds the figure of the nude muse.  While this work can 
be interpreted as a Neo-Expressionist reflection on beauty, sexuality, and fertility, the transparent 
veil that covers the muse’s body reminiscent of a condom alludes to the social context of the 
HIV/AIDS crisis when this latex device was perceived as the most effective preventive method 
for HIV transmission.  With the growing consensus of the importance of “safe sex” among gay 
communities by the late 1980s in preventing the spread of the virus, Relámpagos naranjas 
reflects the shifting understandings of HIV prevention at the end of the decade through an 
allegorical depiction of reserved and “protected” sexuality. 
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 Although the figure of the muse is complemented by a natural landscape composed of 
leaves, flowers, and fruits as symbols of fertility, given the prominence of the oranges in the 
overall composition, it is inevitable to establish dialogue between Relámpagos naranjas with the 
tradition of still life paintings that was prevalent among Neomexicanists, and particularly as it 
relates to the work of Frida Kahlo.  Although Galán vocally distanced himself from aesthetic 
comparisons to Kahlo, critics have expressed that by the mid-1980s Frida Kahlo had emerged as 
a cult figure in Mexico and the United States having direct influence in the work of 
Neomexicanist artists, and in the case of Galán serving as an artistic model for the depiction of 
intimate confessions and highly personal expressions of personal suffering (Oles 382).  Thus, I 
consider appropriate the comparison between Frida Kahlo’s still lifes, and the fruit arrangement 
in Relámpagos naranjas particularly when considering the sexual connotations of fruit in the 
work of both artists.  Although Kahlo’s still lifes differed in aesthetic and critical concerns, her 
works depicting fruits and vegetables often functioned as celebration of eroticism and sexuality 
(Deffebach 148).  However, in contrast to Kahlo’s use of phallic-shaped vegetables and opened 
fruits displaying their seeds and juices as allusions to vibrant sexuality, Galán’s representation of 
the whole oranges hanging from a tree in their natural habitat, suggest a type of sexuality that is 
untouched, reserved, and distant from human touch.  Thus, while the depiction of the oranges in 
Relámpagos naranjas could be interpreted as the artist’s hesitance to engage in sexual contact 
during the HIV/AIDS pandemic, the rest of the work alludes to preventive sexual practices and 
forms of self-pleasure as options that would prevent the spread of the virus. 
The overall composition of Relámpagos naranjas that conveys an allegorical depiction of 
reserved sexuality is challenged by the inclusion of the dildos that evoke the possibilities of 
sexual pleasure without physical human contact.  In his discussion of dildos as a theoretical 
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concept in El manifiesto contrasexual [The Countersexual Manifesto] (2016) queer philosopher 
Paul B. Preciado describes these devices as supplementary objects that transform the penis into a 
sexual and sexed organ.  In the absence of a “male” sexual organ, the dildo simultaneously 
reinforces the artificial construction of reproductive organs as sexual organs (14-15).  
Nonetheless, while the dildo reinforces traditional forms of sexualization of the certain body 
parts, the same device simultaneously allows for the reconfiguration of heteronormative forms of 
sexual practices, sexual pleasure, and logics of reproduction.  Thus, the inclusion of dildos in 
Relámpagos naranjas could be interpreted as Galán’s conception of self-pleasure through sex 
toys as a safe practice of sexual exploration.  However, Galán’s inevitable anxieties that result 
from the implication of sexuality within the context of the HIV/AIDS crisis is further reinforced 
by the additional interventions onto the dildos that are decorated and wrapped with plastic 
materials reminiscent of condoms.  Furthermore, the overall theme of the reserved and protected 
sexuality presented in Relámpagos naranjas emphasized by the presence of dildos and condoms, 
are also reinforced by the figure of the female muse that conveys a visual articulation of 
masturbation.  While I previously discussed that the ethereal veil that covers the muse’s body 
could be interpreted as an allusion to a condom, the gesture of covering the body of the female 
figure simultaneously transforms her image into a phallic symbol.  Under this analytical position, 
the figure of the muse becomes an ejaculating penis that releases semen that evaporates and 
expands to the second half of the work.  This analysis reinforces Galán’s intention of presenting 
an allegorical work of reserved and ‘safe’ sexuality during the HIV/AIDS crisis in which 
masturbation becomes an encouraged and safe sexual practice.  Thus, in contrast to the 
representation of sexual contact as an uncertain and risky spectacle in Do You Want to Make 
Love with Me, Julio Galán’s Relámpagos naranjas presents a form of reserved and “safe” 
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sexuality in which physical contact is not necessary for sexual pleasure.  Therefore, while the 
HIV/AIDS crisis is largely visually absent from Galán’s oeuvre, through paintings like Paseo 
por Nueva York con barajas de lotería and Do You Want to Make Love with Me the artist utilizes 
ominous settings and clues that present the HIV virus as a mediating discourse in the form and 
content of the works.  Moreover, the protagonism of condoms in Relámpagos naranjas, work 
produced at the end of the 1980s, Galán presents these latex devices as necessary for sexual 
contact and displays masturbation as a safe form of protection against the HIV virus. 
Nahum B. Zenil: Desexualization, Faith, and Activism 
 
 Born in a lower middle-class family in the rural town of Chicontepec, in the state of 
Veracruz, Nahum B. Zenil (1947) moved to Mexico City in 1959 to enroll in the Escuela 
Nacional de Maestros where he received a degree in elementary school education in 1964.  After 
years of teaching, Zenil pursued his artistic training in Mexico City’s La Escuela Nacional de 
Pintura y Escultura, commonly known as La Esmeralda.  In contrast to the abstract work by 
artists of “La ruptura” that he came in contact with during his training, Zenil was interested in 
figurative work that would become characteristic of his mature style.  After his first show in 
1974, Zenil began to gain critical attention in the Mexican art scene and received the award for 
painting granted by El Salón de Artes plásticas in 1982, a year after Julio Galán.  Throughout the 
1980s Zenil’s success would continue in Mexico before receiving international recognition 
(mainly in the United States) at the end of the decade.  Overall, his work greatly consists of self-
portraiture that is influenced by diverse cultural references used by Neomexicanist artists like 
nationalist imagery, Catholicism, and his personal biography.  As the main protagonist of his 
works, Zenil uses his body as the main source of inspiration to critique social homophobia and 
the institutional oppression of homosexuals in Mexico.  Moreover, as a self-identified Mestizo 
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and homosexual artist, Zenil’s work regularly positions his image at the center of examination to 
defy the nationalist incompatibility of normative (mestizo) masculinity and homosexuality.97  At 
the core of his work, Zenil demonstrates his desire to be accepted as a Catholic, masculine, and 
mestizo homosexual man to expose the social and institutional oppression upheld by 
heteronormativity.  In the 1980s, Zenil met his long-term partner Gerardo Vilchis with whom he 
will maintain a long-term monogamous relationship and who will become a regular subject in his 
works.  After one of his visits to New York as part of a series of solo and group exhibitions in the 
city, Nahum B. Zenil painted Volando sobre Nueva York [Flying Over New York] (1991) [Fig. 
20] arguably one of the first works in which the artist makes explicit references to the HIV/AIDS 
crisis through the association of the virus and the city of New York.  Unlike Julio Galán’s 
depiction of New York in Paseo por Nueva York as a dynamic, overwhelming, and ominous city, 
Zenil depicts New York through its cityscape that showcases some of its most influential 
architectural styles.  In addition to portraying some of the city’s most famous landmarks like 
William van Alen’s Chrysler Building (1928-1930), and Phillip Johnson and John Burgee’s 550 
Madison Avenue Building (1980-1984), by representing architectural projects influenced by Art 
Deco, Internationalism, and Postmodernism, Zenil presents New York as a modern, 
cosmopolitan, and somber city.  Nonetheless, the social environment of the HIV/AIDS crisis in 
New York City at the end of the 1980s is referenced by the central figures of Zenil and his 
partner Gerardo Vilchis who are depicted as angelic figures lifting their white robes to display 
their ejaculating penises while their seminal fluids spread through the city as they embark on 
their aerial journey.  While the depiction of Zenil and Vilchis releasing their semen as they fly 
 
97 See, Solís Salazar, Sofía. 2013. “De indio y española, mestizo. La pintura de B. Zenil: identidad 
nacional e identidad sexual. PhD Dissertation. Barcelona: Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona. de Jesus 
Douglas, Eduardo. 1998. "The Colonial Self: Homosexuality and Mestizaje in the Art of Nahum B. 
Zenil." Art Journal, 57(3): 14-21.  
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over the city could reinforce homophobic discourses of the time on the association between 
homosexuality, disease, and death, Zenil’s strategic appropriation of religious imagery is utilized 
to challenge social and religious homophobia while naturalizing homosexuality and homosexual 
desires.  
 
Figure 20: Nahum B. Zenil, Volando sobre Nueva York [Flying Over New York], 1991. Mixed Media 
on Paper. 20 x 15 in. Collection of the artist. 
 
Through the depiction of himself and his partner as angels, intermediary figures between 
heaven and humanity that are popularly associated as figures of purity, Zenil reclaims the 
innocence of gay bodies and sexualities during the HIV/AIDS crisis.  The central figures of Zenil 
and Vilchis as divine beings are subverted by their exposed genitals and ejaculating penises that 
presents their affective and sexual relationship as holy and profane (Tanis, Queer Bodies 78). 
Moreover, through the explicit reference to semen, bodily fluid that facilitated HIV transmission, 
Zenil makes a direct reference to the pandemic while reflecting on the stigmatization of 
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homosexuals during the crisis.  Even though the artist and his partner are depicted 
‘contaminating’ the city of New York and its unidentifiable inhabitants with their semen, their 
emotionless facial expressions that refuse to display signs of pleasure or ecstasy, present gay 
sexual practices as natural, rejecting moralistic or sensationalist views.  Moreover, through the 
emphasis on flying as means of transportation within the city in Volando por Nueva York, Zenil 
alludes to the social, political, and cultural dynamics that influenced the spread of the HIV virus.   
In this work Zenil addresses the role of social factors like international travel and migration 
patterns in the circulation of the virus, presenting the HIV/AIDS crisis as social, political, and 
public health issue rather than a ‘gay cancer.’  Although Volando por Nueva York presents some 
of Zenil’s technical and formal elements associated with his signature style consisting of intimate 
self-portraiture that often includes his partner and Catholic religious imagery, the creation of 
Volando sobre Nueva York relatively late in his career demonstrates Zenil’s hesitance to 
explicitly address the HIV virus and its social effects.  Thus, this section will examine two 
additional works by Nahum B. Zenil in which the specter of the HIV virus is detected through 
the artist’s engagement with religious allegories and militant oriented work that encouraged 
condom use.  Through my analysis, I demonstrate that Zenil’s initial use of religious imageries 
and allegories during the pandemic that allude to Catholic values of empathy, tolerance, and 
solidarity as strategic tools to fight social and religious homophobia, were substituted later in his 





Figure 21: Nahum B. Zenil, Ofrenda [Offering], 1988. Mixed Media on Paper. 27 x 20 inch. 
 
First exhibited as part of the art exhibition of the Semana Cultural Lésbica-Gay [Lesbian 
and Gay Cultural Week] in 1990 held at Mexico City’s Museo del Chopo, Ofrenda [Offering] 
(1988) [Fig. 21] by Nahum B. Zenil is arguably one of the earliest works in which the artist 
reflects on the cultural context of the HIV/AIDS crisis in Mexico.  The mixed media work 
presents some of Zenil’s central themes and techniques of his distinctive style such as portraits 
that include his partner, the underlying sense of pessimism reinforced by the use darker 
pigments, and the presence of religious imagery.  As a homosexual man and devout Catholic, 
Zenil’s work often expresses the existing tension between his religious beliefs and the Church’s 
antagonistic relationship with homosexuality.  In Ofrenda, Zenil depicts an intimate scene of 
religious devotion in which the artist and his partner present flowers as an offering to a Christ 
figure.  The figure of Christ is depicted standing on a platform while ropes surround his body and 
tie his hands to a wooden column.  While Zenil is situated to the right of the composition gazing 
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and offering flowers to the Christ figure, his partner Gerardo Vilchis is depicted to the left of the 
painting kissing and caressing the religious figure.  Although the physical contact between 
Vilchis and the Christ figure reveals the believer’s religious devotion, the same gesture 
accentuates the human qualities of the Christ figure whose anatomy and skin tones share similar 
qualities as the two human subjects.  The humanity of the religious figure is further reinforced by 
his pose and gaze that actively engage the viewer, disrupting the intimate and enclosed sensation 
of the overall scene by depicting the Jesus figure as active and aware.  Even though Ofrenda 
follows some of the visual and thematic interests of Nahum B. Zenil, I argue that this piece 
reflects the artist’s anxiety surrounding the growing stigmatization of homosexuality under the 
HIV/AIDS crisis and the role of religion and the church as both oppressive and liberatory spaces 
for homosexuals.  Following the formal, aesthetic, and religious concerns of the Mexican 
tradition of devotional images, Zenil’s Ofrenda presents an artistic reflection of the artist’s fears 
and desperation amidst the HIV/AIDS crisis.  Moreover, the work itself can be interpreted as a 
declaration of hopelessness and a devotional offering by the artist through which he asks for 
divine intervention in the political, medical, and social spheres to control the HIV virus and its 
effects on Mexican homosexuals. 
Although Zenil’s regular engagement with religious iconography in his works serves as a 
strategic function to interpellate the audiences through values like empathy, tolerance, and 
human dignity to fight social and religious homophobia, these aspirations would become more 
difficult to accomplish in a context in which one of the main opponents of HIV prevention 
campaigns was the Catholic Church.  In August of 1984 Girolamo Prigione, apostolic delegate of 
the Vatican in Mexico publicly referred to the HIV virus and its effect on homosexuals as a form 
of divine punishment since homosexuality was a vice sanctioned by the Church (Rangel Flores 
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202).  Even though scholarship has addressed the importance of Catholicism to Nahum B. Zenil 
as a source of inspiration and liberation that allows him to assert and defend his identity as a 
Mexican homosexual man, these studies overlook the social, political, and religious tensions 
regarding the HIV virus and the possible impacts in his artistic practices.  Nevertheless, even 
within the growing context of social homophobia in part encouraged by the Church, Zenil 
continued to implement religious iconography as central elements of his work to express his 
social concerns, religious faith, and sexual desire.  Unlike the explicit sexual references and 
intimate scenes of homosexual affection between the artist and his partner that are common in 
Zenil’s work, Ofrenda centers the figure of Jesus into a source of religious, aesthetic, and erotic 
contemplation.  While the overall composition of the work can be interpreted as the artist’s 
demonstration of his religious faith and his longing for divine intervention in the fight against 
homophobia in the context of the HIV/AIDS crisis, the thematic, technical and visual 
components simultaneously expose the social anxieties surrounding sexual intimacy and the 
exposure to bodily fluids.  The intimate depiction of religious veneration and intercessory 
prayers of Nahum B. Zenil and Gerardo Vilchis is disrupted by the representation of the Jesus 
figure who is tied to a column, gesture that alludes to the last moments of his life before his 
crucifixion. 
Two years before the creation of Ofrenda, Zenil produced two works that were based on 
the Passion of the Christ under the titles Cristo de la columna I [Christ of the Column I] (1986) 
and Cristo de la columna II [Christ of the Column II] (1986) [Fig. 22].  The mixed media works 
present two similar depictions of Jesus wearing a white loincloth and a crown of thorns while he 
remains tied to a red column before his flagellation.  In both works, the pictorial representations 
of the biblical scene are complemented by the inclusion of paper flower arrangements that 
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transgress the two-dimensional space of the painting.  This unusual practice in Zenil’s work 
which primarily consists of two-dimensional mixed media on paper, transforms the original 
paintings of Jesus into possible sources of religious devotion.  Moreover, the theme of Christ at 
the Column, commonly known as The Flagellation of Christ, a passage narrated in the Passion of 
Jesus that is characterized by extreme violence, is strategically reformulated by artist.  For 
instance, the references to the violent acts endured by Jesus are minimized in the works by 
presenting the healthy body of the Christ figure while the whips and visual references to wounds 
and bleeding are omitted from the works.  Thus, one can conclude that the first two works of 
Cristo de la columna influenced and were reformulated by Zenil in Ofrenda as an aesthetic and 
religious reflection that inscribes the bodies of the artist and his partner into the narrative space 
of Jesus before his crucifixion alluding to the contemporary sense of suffering experienced by 
Mexican homosexuals in the context of the HIV/AIDS crisis. 
 
Figure 22: Nahum B. Zenil, Cristo de la columna I [Christ of the Column I], and Cristo de la columna II 
[Christ of Column II], 1986. Mixed Media. 11 x 8 inch and 19 x 14 inch. Mary-Anne Martin Fine Art. 
New York, New York. 
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Criticism on Zenil’s work has addressed the critical role of Catholicism and its visual 
cultures in his personal and artistic education.  Having experienced a solitary childhood in the 
countryside of Mexico where he felt different, Zenil has expressed how in his personal and 
religious upbringing Christ became his father and the Virgin became his mother (Pacheco 27).  
As examined by Justin Tanis, Nahum B. Zenil depicts a wide range of theological images in his 
works fusing sexual identity and faith within traditional religious iconographies to challenge 
cultural and religious homophobia, while simultaneously claiming representational spaces for 
diverse forms of homosexual identities within religious images and redemptive spaces (“Nahum 
Zenil” 87).  Therefore, Zenil’s interest in the redemptive power of images and his constant 
engagement with religious iconographies as means to integrate and validate homosexual 
identities and experiences within Catholic theology, transforms Ofrenda as an object that 
fluctuates between the sacred and the profane.  Thus, this work directly engages with the 
Mexican tradition of ex-votos, narrative images that often depict a particular person asking a 
religious image for divine intervention.  These images are also produced as a gesture of gratitude 
for a fulfilled prior request and are therefore perceived as devotional objects that possess spiritual 
and social agency.  According to Michele Beltrán, ex-votos represent the privileged relationship 
between a person and a particular religious figure that are often produced in moments of danger 
when the believer begs for divine intervention in exchange of a votive offering (cited in Tanis, 
“Nahum B Zenil” 83-84).  In the case of Zenil’s Ofrenda, the artist appropriates the formal, 
compositional, and teleological conventions of Mexican ex-votos to express his faith but also to 
demonstrate the possible coexistence of homosexuals and Catholicism.  Moreover, through the 
explicit reformulation of the Christ at the Column scene to the conventions of the ex-votos 
tradition, Ofrenda inscribes Zenil and his partner within the sacred space of the painting in close 
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proximity to the figure of Jesus.  Therefore, given the influence of ex-votos in Zenil’s work, 
Ofrenda can be interpreted as the artist and his partner pleading for divine intervention in the 
context of the HIV/AIDS crisis.  To conclude, while Zenil’s Cristo de la columna series and 
Ofrenda visually and theologically engage with the tradition of ex-votos, in these works the artist 
omits any references to the corporeal punishments endured by Christ during his flagellation.  
While this artistic decision could be interpreted as the artist’s refusal to depict Jesus in a state of 
suffering, I argue that through the strategic adoption of a scene from The Passion in which Jesus 
experienced great levels of violence foreshadowing his imminent death, the artist establishes 
direct parallels with the social environment in which homosexuals were socially victimized and 
at risk due to the HIV virus.  Nonetheless, one of the most explicit differences between Zenil’s 
Cristo de la columna series and Ofrenda is the substitution of the crown of thorns, an instrument 
employed by Jesus’ captors to indulge pain and to mock his claim to authority, for a silver 
crown.  Through this alteration, Zenil’s reclaims Jesus’ role as a religious authority, while 
simultaneously preventing him from undergoing any physical pain.  While this gesture may 
appear insignificant, I believe that the depiction of an “aseptic” Jesus figure, one that challenges 
the depiction of Christ as weak, wounded, and bleeding according to the traditions of Christian 
art, by the omission of blood the artist simultaneously removes its visual identification and 
symbolic association as a source for HIV transmission. 
As a result of the growing activist and social demands regarding the Mexican 
government’s slow response to the HIV/AIDS crisis, by the end of the 1980s the State began a 
series of public health campaigns to promote condom use.  These campaigns were nonetheless 
attacked by the church and the conservative sectors of society under justifications that condom 
use was sinful and immoral and would encourage sexual libertinage that would increase the 
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probabilities of HIV infection (Rangel Flores 205-206).  As examined by Yesica Yolanda Rangel 
Flores, by 1989 the public health categories of vulnerable subjects to HIV changed to include 
diverse social groups like homosexuals, bisexuals, recipients of blood transfusions, intravenous 
drug users, sexual partners of any of the previous groups, and children of HIV positive mothers 
(206).  In the social and political landscape, the arrival of the Ernesto Zedillo’s presidency in 
1994 was rapidly overshadowed by the currency crisis in December of the same year, in which 
the Mexican peso was devalued against the U.S. dollar leading to a severe economic recession 
resulting in national budget cuts in sectors like education and health (207).  Under these financial 
limitations that impacted the national health system, in 1995 state organizations like The 
National Council for the Prevention and Control of AIDS, The Secretariat of Public Education, 
and the National Commission for Human Rights, began to work collectively to address the 
effects of the HIV/AIDS crisis in Mexico (205).  These institutions began to challenge the 
stigmatizing discourses associated with the HIV virus by addressing the complexity of the 
pandemic as a biological, medical, and cultural phenomenon.  These institutions examined the 
HIV/AIDS crisis in Mexico as symptomatic of the deficient sexual education in the country and 
challenged the recurrent stigma that associated the virus with specific groups of people like 
homosexuals and participants of ‘practices of risk’ (207).  According to artist and activist 
Ronaldo de la Rosa, given the impact of the HIV/AIDS crisis and the inadequate response from 
the State, artists began to engage in pedagogically oriented works of art.98  Through public 
interventions such as the installation of a giant condom outside of Mexico City’s Palacio de 
Bellas Artes, the distribution of flyers with information on HIV prevention, and the distribution 
 
98 See, Museo Universitario de Arte Contempóraneo. 2020. “Seropositividad, resistencia y biopolítica. 




of free condoms among attendees, artists forced the media to discuss their interventions and 
condom use publicly.99  Under this context of active and diverse social, institutional, and 
political interventions that debated the politics of condom use during the HIV/AIDS crisis, 
Nahum B. Zenil produces his work that most explicitly addresses the specter of the HIV virus 
and his perception of the condom as a device to control the pandemic.  
 
Figure 23: Nahum Zenil, Hombre con condón [Man with a Condom], 1994. Oil on Wood. 55 x 19 inch. 
Collection of the artist. 
 
 
99 Hernández Cabrera, Porfirio Miguel. 2012. “La dimensión performativa de los eventos antisida de la 
Ciudad de México.” Andamios, 9(19): 309-335. McCaughan, Edward. 2015. “Art, Identity, and Mexico’s 
Gay Movement.” Social Justice, 42(3-4): 89-103. 
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Under the title of Hombre con condón [Man with a Condom] (1994) [Fig. 23], Zenil 
presents a nude self-portrait in which his body is covered by a large condom.  In this work, the 
artist explicitly addresses the contemporary environment of the HIV/AIDS crisis in Mexico and 
the growing appropriation of the condom as a visual and political tool to inform the public of the 
importance of this preventive method to control the spread of the virus.  By the time Hombre con 
condón was painted, Zenil was actively engaged in the cultural and activist scenes in Mexico 
City that brought public and political attention to the impact of the HIV virus to homosexuals 
and other marginalized communities.  This work reflects the politicization of Zenil’s artistic 
production in conjunction to the growing demands for appropriate care and education campaigns 
on HIV prevention from the State.  In the self-portrait, the nudity of Zenil’s figure is destabilized 
by the mediation of the condom that functions as an intermediary skin between the self and the 
world.  The primary composition that situates the artist’s figure standing against a red 
background, engages with the Zenil’s concern on the emphasis of self-portraiture and his image 
as recurrent sites of social reflection and personal scrutiny.  In his discussion of the role of nudity 
in the work of Nahum B. Zenil, art historian Edward Sullivan states: “Zenil searches no further 
than his own, completely, unidealized image, presented to the viewer often in chillingly 
unadorned dimensions, to evoke the integrity of the artist’s vision of himself” (16).  This strategy 
is utilized by Zenil in Hombre con condón, in which the solitary figure of the nude artist 
becomes the central composition within the visual landscape of work.  However, the nudity of 
the central figure is destabilized by the mediation and protagonism of the latex condom as a 
synthetic skin that envelops and protects Zenil’s figure in a mutual process of hypervisualization; 
while the artist’s body makes the condom visible, the latex device simultaneously makes his 
aseptic body hypervisible.  
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The seemingly direct and expressive nature of Hombre con condón that presents Zenil’s body 
wearing a condom, critically engages with the pedagogical interests of artists in the early 1990s.  
In this work the artist naturalizes and asserts the position of condoms as the most effective 
preventive method to control the spread of the HIV virus.  Nonetheless, through the overall 
composition of the work, the artist reflects and responds to the contemporary politics of 
homosexual desire and sexuality in a social and political context of slow State responses to the 
pandemic.  The strategic inclusion of a large condom that is worn by Zenil’s nude body inscribes 
its visual protagonism in the overall scene while simultaneously transforming the artist’s figure 
into a symbolic penis.  Through a stiff posture, reminiscent of a military pose, the artist asserts 
his masculine gender expression by transforming his body into an erect penis (Derda 16).  While 
the symbolic transformation of Zenil’s body into a phallus could be interpreted as an artistic 
commentary on the synecdochal relationship between sexual health and the overall wellbeing of 
the body, I argue that through the “standing at attention” posture practiced by military personnel, 
Zenil alludes to the specter of the HIV virus as the assumed enemy.  Under these analytical lens 
Hombre con condón becomes a reflection on the shifting understandings of sexual contact, the 
hygienization of homosexual bodies, and the need for collective preventive actions to control the 
spread of the virus.  
 The military undertones suggested by Zenil’s pose are reinforced by the condom which is 
transformed into a protective latex armor.  Unlike previous works in which the artist addresses 
themes of social marginalization and exclusion experienced by homosexuals in Mexico through 
self-portraits that position the artist within claustrophobic and enclosed spaces, through the 
assertive pose and active gaze of Zenil, the condom rather than functioning as a space of 
enclosure serves as a protective bodily device against dangerous biological agents.  Thus, the 
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military undertones could be interpreted as the artist’s request to the spectators to adopt condoms 
as part of their sexual practices and join him and collective fight for appropriate medical access 
and treatment for those impacted by the virus.  Similarly, through the strategic title of “Man with 
a Condom” the artist displaces the protagonism of his self-portrait by omitting his name and 
referring to himself in third person transforming his image into a standardized and collective 
“male body” who is protected by a latex skin.  Moreover, through his facial expression and 
intense gaze, the figure of Zenil establishes a direct dialogue with the viewer that is mediated by 
the materiality of the condom, suggesting that the viewer’s visual engagement with the artist’s 
self-portrait is sanitized by the mediation of latex.  Even though the figure of Zenil is protected 
from viral adversaries with his latex armor produced by the large condom, the figure’s intense 
gaze encourages viewers to adopt and participate in ‘safe sex’ practices.  Thus, while Nahum B. 
Zenil’s Hombre con condón demonstrates his active participation in the growing debates on 
preventive methods to control the HIV/AIDS crisis and calls for the general adoption of condom 
use, this work is also a clear divergence from his religious beliefs by challenging the Church’s 
condemnation of homosexuality and HIV prevention campaigns.  Disregarding Catholic 
religious dogmas, through Hombre con condón Nahum B. Zenil asserts his support for the 
promotion of the condom to prevent the spread of the HIV virus.  To conclude, my analysis of 
Zenil’s work demonstrates the evolution of his engagement with the HIV/AIDS crisis that shifted 
from an initial hesitance to explicitly address its impact in a social context of social and religious 
homophobia, to a more militant position as a result of his engagement in activist and artistic 
collectives who began to produce pedagogically oriented works to destigmatize and inform on 




Taller Documentación Visual: Homoeroticism, Condoms, and Death  
 
In 1984 the art collective Taller Documentación Visual (TDV) [Workshop Visual 
Documentation] was formed under the leadership of Antonio Salazar and primarily included 
graduate students and professors from The National School of Fine Art at the National 
Autonomous University of Mexico.  Active from 1984 and 1999, TDV worked at the 
installations of the Academia de San Carlos, one of the country’s most important art academies 
under shared concerns of collective and politically oriented work.  Throughout its history, TDV 
produced hundreds of works in diverse media that addressed some of the political and social 
problems facing the nation since the mid 1980s.  Some of the early issues examined by TDV’s 
work were national problems like the economic crisis resulting from the drop in the price of oil, 
the constant devaluation of the national currency, and the social outcomes of neoliberalism 
(García Reyes 24).  The collective’s evolving work engaged with the social, political, and 
economic transformations of Mexico at the end of the century.  Thus, with the emergence of the 
HIV/AIDS crisis in Mexico, TDV shifted their artistic interventions to address the social and 
political effects of the virus.  Departing from the belief that the HIV virus was a natural 
phenomenon rather than a maker of sexual and moral deviance that was not exclusive to 
homosexuals, TDV utilized their artistic production to denounce and challenge the social and 
religious discourses reinforced by the media, church, and State institutions (17).  Through the 
production of works like flyers, posters, and ephemera, TDV engaged with the growing number 
of organizations that developed information and prevention campaigns given the State’s slow 




Figure 24: Taller Documentación Visual, Jesús y el diablo [Jesus and the Devil], 1994. Photomontage. 
Dimensions unknown.  
In 1994, Taller Documentación Visual (TDV)100 produced one of their most circulated 
works under the title of Jesús y el diablo [Jesus and the Devil] [Fig. 24].  This photomontage 
presents a portrait of Antonio Salazar, the coordinator of the collective, and his partner Jesús 
Garibay before his death from AIDS complications.  The black and white photograph presents 
the couple in an intimate embrace that reinterprets the artistic and religious traditions of the 
Pietà, scene in which the Virgin Mary holds the dead body of Jesus.  Although TDV’s Jesús y el 
diablo explicitly engages with the religious tradition of the Pietà, the work’s aesthetic and 
political function transforms the figure of Jesús Garibay into a sacrificial figure as a result of the 
HIV/AIDS crisis.  The figure of Garibay that symbolizes the figure of Christ and is depicted as 
 
100 The main members of Taller Documentación Visual were Antonio Salazar (coord.), Gabriel Castro 
Rocha, Rubén Gómez Tagle, Gustavo Guevara, Francisco Marcial, Víctor Hugo Martínez, Enrique 
Méndez, Israel Mora, Marco Aulio Prado, Sergio Carlos Rey, Ricardo Serrano, and Carlos Valdez. 
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thin, weak, and vulnerable, is juxtaposed to the robust figure of the devil, represented by his 
partner who holds his helpless body.  Salazar’s transformation into the figure of the devil is 
identifiable through the inclusion of horns on his head and the substitution of a hoof and a snake 
for his feet, cultural markers associated with this demonic entity.  The overall composition of 
Salazar who passionately holds the fragile body of his lover transforms the original religious and 
sacred conception of the Pietàs into a depiction of homoerotic and homosexual suffering where 
good and evil coexist.  Through the appropriation of Catholic imagery, TDV subverts the 
homophobic and stigmatizing discourses of the Church by inscribing a sense of divinity to the 
intimate bedroom scene between Salazar and Garibay.  This is supported by the visible white 
cross projected onto a curtain and the partial glowing halo around Garibay’s head, signs that 
could be interpreted as markers of sanctification of the affective, physical, and sexual 
relationship of the photographed gay couple.  Through the profane substitution of the Virgin 
Mary holding her dead son for a healthy and caring devil that embraces his living yet fragile 
lover, TDV’s Jesús y el diablo transforms the representation from one of religious lamentation to 
one of personal reflection and political action.  
Furthermore, through this work that displays the intimate relationship between the 
collective’s coordinator and his lover, TDV alludes to religious themes of sacrifice, empathy, and 
devotion to challenge the homophobic attitudes promoted by the Church.  In contrast to the 
religious and artistic depictions of the Pietà, Jesús y el diablo presents Jesus and the devil alive 
and connected by a physical and intimate embrace that situates the biblical scene in the context 
of the HIV/AIDS crisis.  The anatomical composition of the Jesus figure that displays weight and 
tissue loss as bodily signs of the effects of the HIV/AIDS virus, is juxtaposed to the body of the 
healthy devil, transforming the strong embrace into a gesture of support and protection that 
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symbolizes the union between good and evil, and health and illness.  Even though the depiction 
of a dead and wounded Jesus of the religious traditions is absent in the work by TDV, the 
anatomical signs of HIV/AIDS on Garibay’s body reveal the subject’s physical suffering.  In 
contrast to the representation of the dead Christ in Pietàs, the Jesus figure in Jesús y el diablo 
appears alive yet vulnerable and whose death is imminent.  Moreover, the vases that appear on 
either side of the central figures containing types of flowers like daisies, carnations, and Mexican 
marigolds gain particular significance as symbols of religious devotion but also of funerary 
practices (García Reyes 43).  The pessimistic tone of the looming death of Garibay that is 
demonstrated by his vulnerable body is reinforced by the strategic inclusion of Mexican 
marigolds (cempasúchil), flowers known in Mexico as “The Flowers of the Dead” that are 
utilized in the Day of the Dead festivities.  Thus, Jesus y el diablo by TDV can be interpreted as 
a work in which the collective appropriates Catholic iconographies to criticize its role in 
stigmatizing homosexuality labeled as sinful and their opposition to public health and sex 
education campaigns to encourage the use of condoms.  Nonetheless, with the depiction of Jesus 
and the devil in the photograph as two homosexual subjects, the collective equates the figure of 
Jesús Garibay to Jesus, presenting the HIV virus as a form of martyrdom which he had to endure.  
Furthermore, through the representation of Antonio Salazar as a supportive and protective devil, 
TDV subverts the religious position on homosexuality as sinful by demonstrating that in the 
context of the pandemic homosexuals have been their own support systems.  In this section I will 
examine a series of works by TDV and their use of humor, homoeroticism, and references to 
death as strategic tools to normalize and encourage condom use.  Although the recurrent visual 
references to condoms in the work by TDV demonstrates their militant intentions of utilizing 
artistic production to advertise condoms as preventive tools against the HIV virus, I argue that 
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the collective simultaneously reflects on the growing authority of condoms and predicts their 
central function as physical and symbolic mediators that have come to shape contemporary 
understandings of gay sexuality, intimacy, and desire. 
In 2004, UNAM’s National School of Plastic Arts published TDV. Taller Documentación 
Visual, a catalogue and anthology that compiled a series of critical texts and hundreds of the 
artistic interventions produced by the collective between 1984 and 1999.  In the final book that is 
close 600 pages of extension, the editors organized the work of the collective according to 
diverse frameworks like “Theorizing is Visualizing,” “I Need Money, but a Lot of Money,” and 
“Death is Confident About her Victory that She Gives Us Our Whole Life as a Head Start.”  
Under these thematic organizations, the editors present the diverse topics of interest for TDV 
over their 15-year career, and demonstrate that these concerns were not chronologically specific, 
but rather, were often produced simultaneously revealing the continuity of political issues and 
the intersectionality of social inequalities.  One of the organizational frameworks titled “Pop ti 
mismo” includes a series of works by TDV that inscribe the specter of the HIV virus through 
direct inclusion of condoms within images of popular Mexican traditions, humorous 
advertisements, and famous artworks.  These practices can be observed in TDV’s Untitled (After 
Vincent van Gogh’s Sunflowers, 1888) (1991) [Fig. 25], and Untitled (After Raphael’s Putti, 
Detail from The Sistine Madonna, 1513) (1994) [Fig. 26], works that demonstrate the 
collective’s strategies of utilizing socially recognizable images that are subverted by the political 




Figure 25: Taller Documentación Visual, Untitled (After Vincent van Gogh’s Sunflowers, 1888), 1991. 
Dimensions unknown. In TDV. Taller Documentación Visual (2004), edited by Antonio Salazar, pp. 486. 
 
 
Figure 26: Taller Documentación Visual, Untitled (After Raphael’s Putti, Detail from The Sistine 
Madonna, 1513), 1994. Dimensions unknown. In TDV. Taller Documentación Visual (2004), edited by 
Antonio Salazar, pp. 492. 
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In Untitled (After Vincent van Gogh’s Sunflowers, 1888) TDV intervenes into one of 
Vincent van Gogh’s most famous works that he painted during his stay in southern France.  
TDV’s appropriation of the vase of sunflowers as the central composition of the work is 
complemented by the inclusion of colorful condoms over some of the flowers as aesthetic 
elements that distort and “sanitize” the flower arrangement that lies underneath.  In addition to 
functioning as a direct message that encourages condom use through the ludic appropriation of a 
visually recognizable image, through the strategic selection of the last painting of van Gogh’s 
sunflowers series, TDV inscribes the possibility of death and the specter of HIV in the final 
visual document.  In the original work, Vincent van Gogh presents a flower vase signed with his 
name that contains a group of sunflowers that depict the flower’s life cycle, from young bud to 
maturity, and eventual decay.  Following the vanitas tradition of Dutch painting, van Gogh’s 
Sunflowers (1888) emphasizes the transient nature of human existence.101  Thus, the presence of 
life and death as central themes in van Gogh’s original work is particularly relevant to the artistic 
and political concerns of TDV, and the inclusion of condoms as visual elements allude to the 
HIV/AIDS crisis.  Therefore, in addition to the visual literalism that attempts to inscribe 
condoms as part of the national discussions on HIV prevention methods, TDV’s Untitled (After 
Vincent van Gogh’s Sunflowers, 1888) could also be interpreted as the important role of 
condoms in the mediation of life and death as explored in van Gogh’s original masterwork. 
Through a similar practice of appropriating art historical imagery, TDV’s Untitled (After 
Raphael’s Putti, Detail from The Sistine Madonna, 1513) reimagines one of the most influential 
works of renaissance painting to the social and political contexts of the HIV/AIDS crisis.102  
 





Although Raphael’s Sistine Madonna (1513), one of the artist’s last Madonna paintings is 
utilized as a source of inspiration, TDV’s work participates in the traditions of popular religious 
art and visual culture that grant protagonism to the two Putti, sacred cherubs who rest on their 
elbows while they gaze distractedly.  In the case of TDV, the gesture of fragmentation that 
isolates the angelic figures from the rest of the composition is visibly identifiable through the 
fragments of the Madonna’s feet and the clothing worn by Saint Sixtus and Saint Barbara.  
However, through the inclusion of an extended condom within the scene, TDV utilizes religious 
iconographies and traditions to legitimize the condom as an acceptable method for sexual 
contact.  Furthermore, the inclusion of the condom that demands visual attention within the 
sacred scene is reinforced by the Putti who direct their gaze to the latex device.   
Although this work follows the literalism of the artistic practices by TDV that attempt to 
promote the condom and its association with ‘safe sex,’ the strategic interventions by the 
collective to Raphael’s original painting also allude to the specter of HIV.  This is evident in the 
inclusion of text presenting a Mexican Catholic prayer to one’s Guardian Angel, in which the 
believer reaffirms their commitment to their divine intermediator while asking for 
companionship and protection during day and night.  While an explicit representation of a 
Guardian Angel is absent in the scene, one can interpret that the inclusion and protagonism of the 
condom in the overall scene and the pedagogical nature of the work, the condom becomes the 
Guardian Angel that protects those who use it regardless of the time of day.  This interpretation 
is further supported by the final intervention by TDV to Raphael’s original work consisting of 
the inclusion of two big eyes to either side of the Madonna's feet.  The ominous eyes of what 
appears to be a large though unidentifiable figure produce a sense of danger and uncertainty to 
 




the scene, and could be interpreted as the symbolic presence of the HIV virus materialized in the 
form of a mysterious being who gazes intensively at the viewer waiting for the moment to 
intervene when condoms are not used.  
 
 
Figure 27: Taller Documentación Visual. ¿Cómo te la juegas? [How Do You Play?], 1990. Color Print. 
24 x 16 in. Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario de Arte Contemporáneo, (MUAC) 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Mexico City, Mexico. 
 
Although TDV’s work dealing with the promotion of condom was intended for the 
general population, a great body of their overall production engages with issues impacting 
homosexuals, one of the most affected groups by the HIV/AIDS crisis in Mexico.  As examined 
by Fidel García Reyes, while homosexual and gay identities were central topics of reflection in 
the work of TDV, with the arrival and evolution of the pandemic, the depictions homosexual 
bodies underwent a series of transformations as the decade of the 1990s progressed like the 
substitution of vulnerable ill subjects for the depiction of hypermasculine bodies (56).  
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Nonetheless, earlier in the decade the collective produced a work that I consider significant for 
the reflection on the growing naturalization of condom among gay communities not simply as a 
protective method against the HIV virus but also as a mediator of sexual intimacy and sexual 
desire.  Under the title of ¿Cómo te la juegas? [How Do You Play?] (1990) [Fig. 27], the 
collective produced a poster likely to be circulated among university and public spaces depicting 
a naked man in the act of masturbation.  The overall scene that contains explicit homoerotic (and 
arguably pornographic) imagery inscribes gay sexualities at the center of the visual composition.  
However, through the inclusion of text, the work is transformed from a work of aesthetic 
contemplation to one of political reflection and action.  With a slogan that states: “In the times of 
AIDS… ¿How Do You Play? With Your Hand, with a Condom, or with Death,” the collective 
explicitly addresses the viewers and questions them regarding their sexual practices.  
Furthermore, through the statement the collective suggests that in the context of the HIV/AIDS 
crisis, the options for sexual contact are limited to masturbation and ‘safe sex’ through condom 
use.  Thus, in addition to its pedagogical message, the formal and aesthetic composition of the 
work that reflects the social context in which the adoption of condoms was conceived as social 
and public health imperatives for sexual contact, masturbation is presented as a recommended 
form of sexual pleasure. 
The image of ¿Cómo te la juegas? depicts a scene of intimate self-pleasure of an 
anonymous male subject whose face is strategically fragmented emphasizing his open mouth as a 
sign of pleasure.  The surrounding composition that transgresses the bedroom scene presents 
water and swimming fish as well as an abstract landscape image.  These compositional elements 
that transgress the unity of the overall work, could allude to the possibility of subliminal sexual 
experiences through the act of masturbation.  Although the work was intended to reach broad 
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male audiences, given the sexualized and stylistic representation of the main figure that engages 
with aesthetics of gay visual cultures like pornography and erotica, it could be argued that this 
piece strategically targeted gay men.  In stark contrast to the previously discussed works by TDV 
in which the collective addresses the HIV/AIDS crisis through the effects of the virus on the 
physical body and the recurrent inscription of condoms, ¿Cómo te la juegas? excludes these 
signifiers from the main scene that represents a nude, sexualized, and healthy male body.  
Nonetheless, these omissions are textually present by the poster’s central slogan which inscribes 
the reality of the HIV virus into the depicted homoerotic and fantastical scene.  Moreover, 
considering the aesthetic and pedagogical function of TDV’s ¿Cómo te la juegas? not only 
presents masturbation and condom use as effective ways of preventing HIV transmission, but the 
work also becomes a site of critical reflection through which the collective predicts the 
fundamental roles of condoms and the HIV virus as mediating discourses for contemporary gay 
sexuality and desire.  These factors will become evident at the turn of the 21st century with the 
emergence of barebackers in Mexico, a sexual subculture comprised of gay men who will 
consciously reject condom use to prioritize sexual pleasure and fantasy over individual health, 
opposing social expectations and public health recommendations of condom use during gay 
sexual contact.   
Conclusion 
This chapter examines the work of gay artists Julio Galán, Nahum B. Zenil, and art 
collective Taller Documentación Visual in the context of the HIV/AIDS crisis.  My analysis 
demonstrates that although the arrival and expansion of the pandemic in the 1980s and 1990s 
coincided with the rise to fame of Galán and Zenil, both artists were hesitant to make explicit 
references to the virus in a context of great social homophobia.  Nonetheless, I argue that through 
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technical and aesthetic strategies like dense allegories and desexualized depictions of the 
homosexual body, these artists were able to reflect on the social uncertainties and stigmatization 
surrounding their sexual identities and desires.  My analysis also pays attention to the sporadic 
appearance of condoms as identifiable and central motifs in the work of both artist that make 
explicit references to the HIV/AIDS crisis.  While for Galán, his experience living in New York 
and his highly personal and allegorical style allowed him to distance himself from the political 
realities of the pandemic, Zenil’s experience living in Mexico and his engagement in militant 
circles, this artist perceived the crisis and the promotion of condom use as much more urgent 
issues.  In the case of Taller Documentación Visual, I trace the collective’s appropriation of 
popular, religious, and art historical images to advertise condom use.  I argue that the collective’s 
interventions also predict the centrality of condom use and “safe sex” discourses in the mediation 
of gay sexual contact and desire.  I conclude that TDV’s ¿Cómo te la juegas?, anticipates the 
concerns of gay sexual subcultures that will emerge at the turn of the century who consider 
condom use as rather limiting and regulatory for the fulfillment of sexual pleasure and intimacy 






Conclusion: Biomedicalization, Aesthetic Side Effects, and the Redemption of 
Pleasure, 1999-2006 
 
In February of 2020, Mexico City’s University Museum of Contemporary Art (MUAC) 
inaugurated the show Expediente seropositivo. Derivas visuales sobre el VIH en México [The 
Seropositive Files: Visualizing HIV in Mexico] curated by Sol Henaro and Luis Matus.  
Expediente seropositivo presented a comprehensive landscape of visual, critical, and artistic 
production in response to the HIV/AIDS crisis in Mexico.  Through a diverse body of exhibition 
objects and interventions like artistic ephemera, painting, cultural magazines, video art, and 
photography, Expediente seropositivo traces the changing comprehensions of the HIV virus as 
reflected by the aesthetic production of Mexican artists, performers, critics, and collectives.  
Although most of the objects included in the exhibition were produced after the second half of 
the 1990s, the curators also included a photographic series from the late 1970s that they 
considered significant for the exhibition.  The work titled El condón [The Condom] [Fig. 28] 
created between 1978 and 1979 by gay photographer and activist Armando Cristeto, 
ontologically destabilizes the chronological and conceptual framing of the exhibition that 
examines the cultural responses to the HIV virus.  The photographic series by Cristeto conceived 
contemporaneously to the earliest public demonstrations of the Frente Homosexual de Acción 
Revolucionaria at the end of the 1970s, has been considered as a visionary work that predicts the 
importance of the condom as a mediating protective device for gay sexual practices with the 
arrival of the HIV virus.  According to the curators, Cristeto’s El condón was included in the 
exhibition because the work anticipates the imminent asepsis of bodies and sexualities with the 
arrival of the HIV virus, showcasing the protagonism of latex articulated by the condom, as a 
critical interface for sexual contact (39).  While the observations of the curators and other critics 
have rightfully noted how the completion of Cristeto’s photographic project anticipates the 
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importance of the condom as a protective device for gay sexualities with the arrival of the virus, 
the technical and formal compositions of the series reflect on the medical and political history of 
the condom and anticipates the naturalization of latex as a mediator of sexual and medical 
contact after the HIV/AIDS crisis.  
 
Fig. 28.1             Fig. 28.2            Fig. 28.3 
Figure 28: Armando Cristeto, El condón [The Condom], 1978-1979. Silver Gelatin Prints. Various 
Dimensions. Colección Museo Universitario de Arte Contemporáneo (MUAC), Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México. Mexico City, Mexico. 
 
Armando Cristeto’s El condón consists of a series of six photographs of a nude man 
whose body is manipulated through different photographic techniques and imaging technologies 
that showcase his use of a latex condom. The final works reproduced as gelatin silver prints, 
technique associated to black and white photography and photojournalism, are reinvented by 
Cristeto through contemporaneous technical interventions that challenge the documentary nature 
of photography as well as its technical processes of creation, and development.  In two 
photographs of El condón [Figs. 28.1 & 28.2], Cristeto explicitly challenges the ontological 
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composition of the gelatin silver prints through the strategic inclusion of film strips as central 
formal elements of the final photographic documents.  Through this intervention that likely 
functions as a reference to contemporary analog color photography, the film strips become 
decorative and aesthetic motifs that allow the photographer to signify gestures of bodily 
fragmentation and reattachment.  Moreover, the practices of anatomical documentation, 
fragmentation, and photographic replantation of a fragmented body transform the nude model 
into a subject of aesthetic, erotic, and medical contemplation.  The aesthetics of medicalization 
are reinforced by the only photograph in the series [Fig. 28.3] that depicts the male subject under 
lightning techniques that radiate tones of brown presenting color as a photographic possibility.  
As a result of this photographic technique, Cristeto displays the model as an anonymous and 
abstract silhouette likely alluding to medical imaging technologies and medical documents like 
X-rays.  Nonetheless, the photographic interventions used by Cristeto in this piece allow the 
condom, a transparent latex device, to become hypervisible through strategic coloration.  Even 
though criticism on El condón accurately addresses the importance of the condom as a symbolic, 
political, and visual device that anticipates its critical role during the HIV/AIDS crisis, I believe 
that by photographing the model wearing latex gloves, Cristeto reflects on the political history of 
the condom and predicts the sanitization of medical practices resulting from the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic. 
In relation to latex gloves, medical devices that share a similar material and production 
history with condoms, scholarship has addressed the implementation of disposable gloves by 
medical practitioners in their diagnosis and treatment of patients with the arrival of the HIV 
virus.  Although latex gloves were routinely used in surgical contexts following the First World 
War, these devices were not consistently implemented in other areas of medical patient care until 
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the HIV/AIDS crisis (Ownby 28).  My interpretation of this work can be supported if we 
consider that Cristeto produced El condón at the age of 22 while he was a medical student at the 
National Autonomous University of Mexico where he likely engaged in discussions on the 
importance of asepsis in clinical contexts, and where had access to latex gloves.  Therefore, in 
addition to predicting the importance of latex condoms, Cristeto also anticipates the 
implementation of latex gloves as mediating medical skins to treat and diagnose patients that will 
become the norm with the arrival of the HIV/AIDS virus.  Departing from Cristeto’s 
revolutionary photographic project, I will now examine the ways discourses of medical asepsis, 
‘sex safe’ practices, and biomedical mediations have impacted homosexual experiences, 
identities, and desires at the turn of the 21st century and the contemporary biomedicalization of 
gay sexualities. 
In chapter 4, I examined the ways in which the works by Julio Galán, Nahum B. Zenil, 
and art collective Taller Documentanción Visual engage with the HIV/AIDS crisis.  Although 
their artistic projects differ greatly in their formal, individual, and political ambitions, I argue 
that the HIV virus influenced the aesthetic composition of their works and that the references to 
condoms reflect their importance for the social control of the virus, but also in the mediation of 
gay sexual desires.  While these artists often avoided the stigmatizing depictions of victims of the 
virus, at the end of the 1990s artists, some of whom were HIV-positive, began to reflect on the 
political and aesthetic experiences of living with HIV/AIDS, and the new forms of 
medicalization through antiretroviral treatments.  Moreover, the condom, perceived as an 
imperative for sexual practices among gay communities with the arrival of the pandemic, was 
conceived as a liminal device that was simultaneously protective and limiting.  As a result, 
condom use began to be challenged by the conscious rejection of ‘safe sex’ practices among gay 
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subcultures as means of defying public health logics of safety, to prioritize sexual pleasure and 
intimacy.  Thus, through media like photography, installation, and multimedia works, artists 
began to reflect the role of medicine in their diverse processes of subjectivization according to 
their HIV status, sexual desires, and political positions.  My final intervention attempts to reflect 
on what has been called the “biomedicalization” of society that coincided with the emergence of 
the HIV/AIDS crisis, and its impact on contemporary negotiations of Mexican homosexualities.  
After Condoms and Cocktails 
    
 In their study Biomedicalization: Technoscience, Health, and Illness in the U.S. (2010), 
Adele E. Clarke and colleagues argue that since the mid 1980s, medical practices in the United 
States have undergone drastic transformations through technonoscientific developments that 
substituted the period of “medicalization” for a period of “biomedicalization.”103  According to 
these researchers, biomedicalization is defied by a series of interactive processes that have 
established a new form of biopolitical economy defined by a multifaceted system concerned with 
medical treatments methods and the enhancement of health through technoscientific means (1-2).  
Although this theoretical model is situated within the context of the United States, 
biomedicalization is also discussed in relation to transnational public health campaigns resulting 
from globalization.  Clark states that even though the articulations of this biopolitical system 
differs across borders according to the social, material, and medical conditions of different 
countries, one of the main impetus for transnational networks of biomedicalization has been the 
arrival of HIV/AIDS (385).  As characteristic methods of biomedicalization theory, paradigms of 
risk and surveillance among individual and niche groups considered vulnerable, are evident in 
the development of HIV/AIDS treatment methods and public health campaigns targeting gay 
 
103 See, Clarke, Adele E., Laura Mamo, Jennifer Ruth Fosket, Jennifer R. Fishman, and Janet K. Shim. 
2010. Biomedicalization: Technoscience, Health, and Illness in the U.S. Durham: Duke University Press. 
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communities.  These processes can be noticed in the Mexican context with the expansion of 
more effective antiretroviral medications at the end of the 1990s that transformed the HIV/AIDS 
virus into a chronic medical condition.  As a result, a new generation of artists in Mexico began 
to depart from the pedagogically oriented activist works of the late 1980s and early 1990s that 
were intended to educate and demand State action in developing HIV prevention campaigns.  
These artists engaged in artistic production like photography, performance, and site-specific 
installation, practices influenced by post-minimalism and conceptualism that were central to the 
neo-avant garde art practices of Mexico City in the 1990s and 2000s, to reflect on the new 
configurations of Mexican homosexualities after the HIV/AIDS crisis, and the contemporary 
biomedicalization of homosexual bodies.104   
 
Figure 29: Óscar Sánchez Gómez, Ajustada cárcel que me cubre [This Cramped Prison that Covers me], 
1997. Silver Gelatin Print. 19 x 15 inch. Collection of the artist. 
 
104 Gallo, Rubén. 2004. New Tendencies in Mexican Art. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 
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One of these cases is Óscar Sánchez Gómez, an HIV-positive photographer whose work 
reflects on the aesthetics and side effects of antiretroviral treatments.  In Ajustada cárcel que me 
cubre [This Cramped Prison that Covers me] (1997) [Fig. 29], a black and white silver print 
photograph influenced by the work of Armando Cristeto and Robert Mapplethorpe, the 
photographer reflects on his experiences living with HIV by documenting his triple therapy 
treatment commonly known as “cocktail,” and its physiological, psychological, and aesthetic 
side effects.  In this photograph, Sánchez Gómez presents a temporary installation that is 
comprised of his portrait submerged in a half full glass of water surrounded by pills and 
capsules, visually materializing the intrinsic connection between living with HIV and the 
permanent dependence on pharmaceutical drugs.  Moreover, through the protagonism of the 
antiretroviral medications that the photographer was medically required to take, Sánchez Gómez 
unveils the excessive quantities of drugs necessary to maintain his “health.”  As stated by the 
photographer, the prescription of a triple therapy treatment after his HIV diagnosis marked a 
transition in his understanding of the virus from a death sentence to a chronic medical condition, 
bringing him a sense of hope.105  The initial optimism would be contested as he began to undergo 
the daily and laborious routines of appropriately taking his medications and experiencing their 
side effects.  In an interview with Sol Henaro as part of the exhibition Expediente seropositivo, 
Sánchez Gómez expresses the debilitating nature of following the treatment method as 
recommended by his doctor.  At the time that Ajustada carcel que me cubre was produced, 
Sánchez Gómez was required to take up to forty pills per day every four hours, which greatly 
affected his emotional and psychological wellbeing due to lack of sleep and constant worries 
resulting from the required adherence to the medical treatment to maintain his viral load under 
 
105 Ariel, Helder. 2020. “Óscar Sánchez Gómez: fotógrafo gay mexicano que debes conocer.” 
Homosensual: https://www.homosensual.com/cultura/arte/oscar-sanchez-gomez-fotografo-gay-mexicano/  
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control.106  The physiological and emotional side effects produced by the medications are further 
documented in his series Del paso del tiempo [From the Passing of Time] (1999-2004), and 
Efectos secundarios [Side Effects] (2000-2002).107  In these photographic and photomontage 
works, Sánchez Gómez exhibits the negative side effects of triple therapy treatments that are 
minimized under the promise of health as an HIV-positive person.  Through references to his 
loss of hair, his weight changes resulting from lipodystrophy, and his overall depressive states, 
the photographer documents and shares his personal journey of living with HIV and his 
ambivalent relationship with antiretroviral medications.  While the treatment has allowed him to 
live longer by transforming the HIV virus into a chronic medical condition, the consumption of 
medical cocktails has also produced their own physical ailments.  Thus, through this body of 
work, Óscar Sánchez Gómez presents a register of personal experiences that symbolically 
becomes a collective memory of a larger generation of people living with HIV/AIDS (Ortiz 51). 
The homosexual subject living with HIV/AIDS is also examined by Richard Moszka. 
Born in Canada and residing in Mexico City since the 1993, Moszka produced a series of works 
that reflect on the biomedicalized gay body living with HIV from an “outsider” position.  
Through his multimedia project Un año de pastillas [A Year of Pills] [Fig. 30] the artist 
documents the daily consumption of antiretrovirals by his HIV-positive partner before his death 
from AIDS complications and cancer.  Similarly to Sánchez Gómez, Moszka photographically 
documents his partner’s drug cocktails to emphasize their excessive quantities under the promise 
of health that was unfulfilled in part due to his physician’s prescribed medications that were 
obsolete at the time.  First exhibited as an installation of 4,000 stickers in the shapes of capsules 
 
106 Museo Universitario de Arte Contemporáneo. 2020. Historias sobre vulnerabilidad: Personas con 
VIH: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3p6aH8VFxaQ  
 
107 To access Óscar Sánchez Gómez’s digital archive see: https://fromamindonfire.blogspot.com  
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and pills organized according to the order in which they were meant to be taken, Moszka 
reconstructs the performative acts of drug consumption by his partner during the last year of his 
life.  The pills consisted of different antiretrovirals and pharmaceutical drugs to treat tuberculosis 
like Ethambutol, Isoniazid, Rifampicin, and Antifungals, without including the intravenously 
administered medications (Henaro and Matus 49).  In conversation with Eugenio Echeverría as 
part of the Expediente Seropositivo exhibition in which Moszka installed a new version of the 
installation, the artist expresses the accidental reproduction of the pills and capsules in brighter 
colors than intended, and how it relates to the contemporary marketing practices of the 
pharmaceutical industry.108  Using the reference of children’s medicine and vitamins that are 
produced and packaged in candy-like colors and shapes, the artist argues that this practice 
naturalizes the consumption of pharmaceutical drugs from an early age.  In his latest installation 
of the piece, the artist decided to replace the organized and logbook aesthetics of his partner’s 
drugs, for a disorganized and overwhelming display that would transgress the two-dimensional 
space of the exhibition wall.  Through this practice, the work’s organization reminiscent of a 
constellation challenges the systematic and teleological organization of the medications creating 
a chaotic and visceral scene that heightens the excessive quantities of the drugs.  In contrast to 
the work by Óscar Sánchez Gómez through which the photographer establishes an intrinsic 
relationship between the medical patient and the antiretroviral medications, Moszka’s installation 
detaches these technologies from their quotidian practice of human consumption to highlight 
their synthetic nature.  Thus, Moszka’s Un año de pastillas criticizes the fictions of medicine’s 
“lifesaving” potentials by exposing its limitations, the influence of medical professionals, and the 
 
108 Museo Universitario de Arte Contemporáneo. 2020. Seropositividad, resistencia y biopolítica. 




underlying economic interests of the pharmaceutical industry.  Moreover, through the installation 
the artist challenges the assumptions of the bodily delimitations of illness, by demonstrating that 
the HIV virus as experienced by his partner was not contained by his physiological boundaries, 
but also impacted the artist’s life and his conception of the virus. 
 
Figure 30: Richard Moszka, Un año de pastillas [A Year of Pills], 2001-2002. 4,800 stickers of various 
dimensions. Collection of the artist. 
 
The development of more effective triple therapies at the end of the 1990s that 
transformed the HIV/AIDS virus into a chronic medical condition also redefined new forms of 
sexual practices and subjective positions among gay subcultures best exemplified by the 
emergence of “bareback” sex.  As a practice and subcultural subject position, barebacking 
describes the engagement in unprotected penetrative anal sex between gay men who deliberately 
reject condom use to reclaim intimacy and sexual fantasy that had been deemed unacceptable 
under social, moral, and medical doctrines during the HIV/AIDS crisis.  In his foundational 
study, Unlimited Intimacy: Reflections on the Subculture of Barebacking (2009), Tim Dean 
traces the emergence of the barebacking subculture during the second half of the 1990s, in urban 
centers of the United States like New York and San Francisco as a result of more effective 
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antiretroviral medications that drastically minimized death tolls from HIV/AIDS.  While Dean 
expresses the specificity of bareback practices among gay subcultures in the United States, these 
practices were also transpiring in Mexico at the turn of the century.  For example, in his series 
Bareback (2005-2006) [Fig. 31] Mexican photographer Omar Gámez documents men who 
engage in bareback sex at their meeting places often in rundown motels of Mexico City.  In 
preparation for the project, Gámez would contact gay men looking for bareback sex in online 
forums and dating apps before arranging the photographic sessions to take their portraits.  
Although Gámez’s project documents barebackers in the country’s capital, bareback subcultures 
have been identified in other urban centers like Tijuana, Monterrey, Puebla, and Guadalajara 
(Baruch 22).  Similar to their American counterparts, Mexican barebackers predominantly 
included middle class gay men who consciously rejected condom use to prioritize intimacy and 
sexual pleasure over individual health concerns (22).  Thus, Gámez’s Bareback documents the 
shift and impact of public health recommendations of condom use during gay sexual practices, 
reflecting the mediation of condoms and antiretroviral medications in the production of new 
forms of sexual practices and desires.  In his series, Gámez defies the primary form of 
documenting and circulating the codes of socialization and sexual practices of barebackers as 
had been the norm with bareback pornography that emerged in parallel to the subculture.109  In 
his photographic series, Gámez produces portraits of some of the barebackers he met to defy the 
sensationalist construction of the practice.  In the first portrait I include here, we can observe a 
man laying down on a bed while his gaze avoids the camera lens.  Through a medium shot, 
Gámez foregrounds his subject’s figure while the distorted background frames the man as the 
main protagonist of the intimate photograph.  Moreover, the second portrait displays a nude man 
 
109 See, Dean, Tim. 2009. “Chapter 3: Representing Raw Sex.” In Unlimited Intimacy, 97-144. Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press.  
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posing for Gámez, who is identifiable through his reflection on a series of mirrors located in the 
background.  Through his pose, the photographed barebacker demonstrates his own agency and 
awareness of the photographic event transforming his body as a site of erotic and aesthetic 
contemplation.  In her interpretation of Gámez’s Bareback series, Yunuen Díaz describes the 
photographed subjects as sad, tired, and erratic, whose sexual practices defy the market of 
pharmaceuticals, vaccines, and condoms as well as the authority of public health institutions and 
psychologists (60).  Although her analysis recognizes the barebackers’ defiance of public health 
discourses of “safe sex,” her description of the participants of the subculture as emotionally 
unstable and impulsive risks their pathologization.  As expressed by Tim Dean, such positions 
are simplistic and ineffective in public health campaigns that prioritize safety over pleasure since 
sex is not simply a physiological encounter, but it also involves fantasy as an extension of 
individual subjectivities and desires (“Mediated Intimacies” 234).  Thus, Gámez’s photographic 
project focuses on barebackers individuality that is detached from the “risky” sexual practices 
that bond them together as a subculture.  This position rejects the (ethno)pornographic 
possibilities in documenting his subjects of study by detaching them from pathologizing and 
stigmatizing discourses to suggest that regardless of their sexual practices, these gay men are 
individual agents and whose sexual desires have been the result of a longer history of biomedical 
mediations that have influenced their perception of sexuality and their own processes of 
subjectivization.  Thus, even for gay men like me who did not experience the HIV/AIDS crisis 
firsthand, our sexual and subjective identities are still shaped by the specter of the virus and the 
responses by biomedicine and health institutions that have continued to regulate our bodies and 




Figure 31: Omar Gámez, Bareback, 2005-2006. Photographic Series. Various Dimensions. Collection of 
the artist. 
 This dissertation traces the role of biomedicine and its influence in diverse disciplines 
like sexology, criminology, and epidemiology in the diagnosis, treatment, and subjectivization of 
homosexuals in modern Mexico.  Following the revolutionary conflict, homosexuality emerged 
as a social problem that was examined by medical, criminological, and scientific professionals to 
determine if homosexuality was a congenital or acquired condition to provide forms for its 
regulation and treatment.  Through projects like the criminalization and exile of homosexuals to 
perform forced labor at the penal colony at the Islas Marías during the 1920s and 1930s with the 
intention of “rehabilitating” the inmates, to the groundbreaking experimental treatment to “cure” 
homosexuality led by Rafael Sandoval Camacho, interdisciplinary dialogues founded on 
biomedical knowledge and technologies attempted to fulfill the State’s aspiration of 
modernization that was threatened by homosexuals.  Even though by the second half of the 
twentieth century homosexuality had become more visible in public and political spaces with the 
extensive circulation of Mujercitos in Alarma! and the emergence of the Frente Homosexual de 
Acción Revolucionaria (FHAR) in 1978, homosexuality remained a social problem that required 
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regulation and treatment at the hands of disciplines like criminology and psychiatry.  With the 
arrival of the HIV virus the 1980s, the historical forms of homophobic regulation and oppression 
of homosexuals was articulated through medical homophobia and State inaction to provide 
appropriate care to homosexuals impacted by the pandemic.  This encouraged gay artists and 
activists to produce militant and pedagogically oriented public interventions to educate and 
provide support to people living with HIV.  As antiretroviral medications became more 
accessible and effective, new forms of gay subjective positions emerged in response to and in 
opposition to the biomedicalization of gay bodies and “safe sex” campaigns that were instituted 
during HIV/AIDS crisis.  Thus, this dissertation traces the central role of biomedicine and its 
influence in different disciplines and State projects that aimed at regulating, treating, and curing 
homosexuality.  Nonetheless, as I demonstrate through my previous chapters, biomedicine 
became a liminal discipline that was strategically adopted by homosexual subjects to organize 
politically, define alternative forms of homosexual subjectivization, and as a tool to defy 
biomedicine’s own authority by exposing its inherent epistemological limitations and 
homophobic foundations.  Therefore, Mexican biomedicine historically functioned as a 
mediating discourse and discipline that was oppressive towards homosexuals, but also served a 
liberatory function that allowed for the organization of a collective politicized identity, and for 
the articulation of diverse expressions of homosexualities through the strategic appropriation of 
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